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Abstract 
 
The practice-led project consists of a 51,000 word historical novel and a 39,000 
word exegesis that explores the defining elements of historical fiction and the 
role it plays in portraying the past. The creative work Turrwan (great man), tells 
the story of Tom Petrie, an early Queensland settler who arrived at the Moreton 
Bay Penal Colony in 1837 at the age of six. Tom was unusual in that he learnt 
the language of the local Turrbal people and was accepted as one of their own. 
The novel explores relationships between the Aboriginal people and settlers 
with the aim of heightening historical awareness and understanding of this 
divisive era in Queensland’s history. I believe that literature has neglected the 
fictionalising of the early history of Brisbane and that my novel could fill this 
gap.  
The project is a combination of qualitative and practice-led research: 
qualitative through the exegesis which consists of mainly discursive data, and 
practice-led through the creative work. In response to questions raised in the 
process of writing the story, the investigation explores the historical novel in an 
attempt to better understand the nature of the genre and how this knowledge 
could inform the creative work. My research brings together diverse aspects of 
writing a historical novel in an original way through its examination of 
authenticity as a common thread. The main findings of the research are: paucity 
of novels set in early Brisbane and its surrounds; a definition of the historical 
novel; an insight into the role authenticity plays in historical fiction; reasons 
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why historical novelists are under fire from some contemporary Australian 
historians; suggested protocols for non-Indigenous authors writing about the 
Indigenous people of Australia; how writing about a culture other than one’s 
own can benefit both cultures; the impact of the research on the writing process 
and; how Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland influenced the 
writing of the novel. 
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Foreword 
Eighteen thousand years ago the sea rose to engulf the coastal plain that 
extended to what are now Stradbroke and Moreton Islands in south-east 
Queensland. As a result of this cataclysmic event, the Brisbane River and the 
bay as we know them today came into being. According to archaeological 
evidence, Aboriginal people were present along the coast for approximately 
fourteen thousand years prior to the flooding of the coastal plain. 
The Aboriginal people saw themselves as integral to, and responsible 
for, the land they inhabited. They knew their country intimately – their 
survival depended on their knowledge of flora, fauna, landscape and 
weather. Country, for want of a better word, encompasses the spiritual world 
where the landscape comes alive through spiritual beings and ancestors; it 
embraces all aspects of the Aboriginal people’s relationship to the physical 
nature of their environment. Country is perpetuated through every aspect of 
daily life and particularly in ritual, dance, song, stories and art. The 
Australian Indigenous peoples considered themselves as custodians of the 
earth and its creatures. They were an integral and vital part of a multitude of 
interdependent bonds within the universe, and their attachment to where they 
lived was their essence. They believed that those who destroy country, 
destroy themselves. However, the English colonisers saw the world 
differently and had no time for what they dismissed as superstition. To them, 
there was only one law—their own. And they could not understand, or chose 
 3 
 
 
not to, that the people they had invaded might also have their rules and 
regulations. 
This is the story of Tom Petrie, an early Queensland settler who arrived 
at the Moreton Bay Penal Colony in 1837 at the age of six. Tom was unusual in 
that he learnt the language of the local Turrbal people and was accepted as one 
of their own. Tom acted as guide, messenger, interpreter, explorer, timber cutter 
and surveyor for the white settlement. With the help of Dalaipi, a Turrbal clan 
leader, he established the property of Murrumba in the North Pine area where 
the town of Petrie was later named after him. The Petrie family played an 
important part in the development of south-east Queensland. Tom’s father 
Andrew was the superintendent of works for the penal colony, the first free 
settler and a major builder in the new town, while Tom’s elder brother John 
became the first mayor of Brisbane in 1859.  
The land that our white ancestors conquered was not an empty 
wasteland. Australia was inhabited by peoples who had lived and developed on 
our island continent since time immemorial. Through the reconciliation process 
we have come to recognise this heritage but there is still much to be done. 
Relations between black and white on Queensland’s early frontier were 
complex, with misunderstandings on both sides. Turrwan recounts those 
troubled times in an attempt to foster discussion and hopefully contribute in 
some way to the emergence of a balanced view of the events that forged this 
state.  
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Figure 1 — Plan of Brisbane Town (George Browne, 1839) 
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I now once More hoisted English Colours, and in the Name of His 
Majesty King George the Third took possession of the whole Eastern 
coast from the above Latitude down to this place by the Name of New 
South Wales together with all the Bays, Harbours, Rivers, and Islands, 
situated upon the said Coast. 
 
Captain James Cook, 22 August 1770 
 
 
January 26 is a day that commemorates the armed invasion of our lands. In 
1788, the British fleet landed on our soil and laid claim to land that was 
sovereign to 500 indigenous tribes. Every inch of our land had its own name 
and own Dreaming story. In 1901, The Australian nation was proclaimed on 
land that had not been ceded or surrendered by the traditional owners. The so 
called “Australian” flag means nothing to Aboriginal people. In fact, it is a 
symbol of oppression. 
 
Sam Watson, ‘The Courier Mail’ January, 2006 
 
 
The frontier is never 
somewhere else. And no stockades 
can keep the midnight out. 
 
Norman MacCaig, ‘Hotel Room, 12th Floor’ 
 
 
*Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are respectfully advised that this 
work contains the names of deceased people. 
 
 
 6 
 
 
ONE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1909 Murrumba 
 
The old chair groans with my weight, the greying wood still solid beneath the 
scars of a long life overlooking the garden, and before that, in the house in 
Brisbane. Grandmother’s chair has held bodies of all shapes and sizes, often 
more than one at a time. The children were the ones who inflicted the most 
damage; myself more than the rest. I used the chair as a prop in games that 
ended with this piece of furniture a victim of attack by spear, waddy, 
boomerang, musket and pistol. Not when my father was around. Such acts of 
mistreatment would have called forth the strap if my father ever caught me. 
Lining the road that climbs the rise to the house are the hoop, bunya and 
kauri pines I planted as seeds over forty years ago, now magnificent giants. 
Clumps of tall bamboo rustle and sway in the breeze, a stark contrast to their 
neighbours. They provide an exotic background to the bougainvillea, the rich 
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purples and violets etched on their trunks. A family of quails bobs across the 
lawn, suddenly skittering for cover beneath the bushes as a grey goshawk 
swoops down to perch in a silky oak, its yellow talons clawing the branch. It 
seems that all the small birds in the vicinity have gathered to attack the hostile 
intruder; in a fury of chattering and chirping, the bravest dive-bomb the 
predator. The hawk disdains all attentions for some time, its eyes searching the 
bushes for a sign of the quails. A near miss from a clacking magpie rouses him 
from his perch. He flies languorously off, the feathered mob chasing him across 
the river until they disappear and peace is restored.  
I built the house on a low knoll overlooking the North Pine River to the 
south, with Brisbane some sixteen miles in the distance. “Murrumba,” I had 
named it, “a good place” in the local dialect. The surrounding countryside is 
mostly open timbered land dominated by tall eucalypts and hoop pine. The 
aboriginal people used to regularly burn the area to make it easier to catch the 
kangaroos and other animals that came to feed on the rich grasses that sprang 
up after the fire. The river itself is clothed in dense scrub where ferns and vines 
abound amongst the she-oaks and black bean trees.  
My younger sister Isa sits beside me, a blanket covering her lower body, 
despite the heat. We both know we have little time left. We often sit together 
for hours, remembering old times. My wife Elizabeth pampers us with tea and 
fresh-baked scones.  
It was hard work: I built this homestead, the barns and sheds, the fences, 
the gardens. I could never have done it, though, without all my willing workers: 
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my brothers Andrew and George, and my friends—Wanangga, Dalaipi, Mindi-
Mindi, King Sandy. They are all long gone, only Dal-ngang is left.  
 
  
 9 
 
 
TWO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1858 
 
My friends Dal-ngang and his father Dalaipi helped me choose the best place to 
settle. Dalaipi was head man and rainmaker of the North Pine clan. He had 
rejected the white man’s temptations of grog and tobacco when he had seen the 
effect they had on his people. He could see that resistance was futile. The 
whites were too many and too powerful; they would take his land whether he 
liked it or not. 
“Before the whitefellow came,” Dalaipi once told me, “we wore no 
dress, but knew no shame, and were all free and happy. There was plenty to eat 
and it was a pleasure to hunt for food. Then, when the white man came among 
us, we were hunted from our ground, shot, poisoned, and had our daughters, 
sisters, and wives taken from us. Could you blame us if we killed the white 
man? If we had done likewise to them, would they not have murdered us?” he 
 10 
 
 
asked. “But you are different, Tommy. You are one of the people. If you are 
looking for land to raise cattle and to provide a home for your family, this is 
where you must come,” he was solemn as he said this. “I know you will respect 
our sacred sites and our way of life.”  
With Dal-ngang, I spent days riding the country looking for a likely 
place. I had listened to Dalaipi’s discourses about the virtues of his land and 
had guessed the old man’s ploy. I knew he wanted me to take up the land where 
the clan lived–it was common sense. However, it was then part of the Whiteside 
run owned by the Griffins. Would they let me move in? As chance would have 
it, we came across John Griffin accompanying a dray loaded with timber at the 
North Pine upper crossing. He was an impressive figure, sitting on his horse, 
Terra, like a monument. The aboriginals kept well away from this horse, as it 
seemed to have a great dislike for their race and would kick and bite anyone 
with a black skin. I remember Griffin’s face was shadowed by a wide-brimmed 
hat. He had a rifle by his side and two pistols across his saddle. We got to 
talking about the land and I said I would like to graze some cattle in the area.  
John looked at Dal-ngang, who had backed away from the vicious 
horse, and drew me aside. “You should talk to Mother about this,” he said. “We 
can’t make a go of this place because of the blacks. The buggers keep spearing 
our cattle, and no one is safe.” His hands tightened on the rifle. 
“Why not go and see her now, then,” I said, turning my horse to the 
west where the Whiteside station lay. I left John where he stood. “You’re mad, 
Petrie,” I thought I heard him shout as we left.  
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Mrs Griffin said she was more than willing to leave me the land that 
stretched from Sideling Creek to the coast. It was too dangerous to run cattle 
there, she told me. If I thought I could do it, good luck to me. We sorted out the 
details of our agreement, then Mrs Griffin invited me to stay for lunch. I 
declined, as I was in a hurry to get back to Brisbane to tell Elizabeth the news 
that I had managed to secure some of the best land in the colony.  
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THREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1837 Moreton Bay 
 
I stood on the deck of a paddle steamer as it threaded its way through the 
narrow, deep channel between two large islands where the shifting sands 
awaited the mariner. I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of vegetation and 
land mixed with the brine of the sea. The trip from Sydney had been long and 
rough and I was looking forward to being on solid ground again. I felt the 
breeze on my face as I listened to the gulls squabbling for scraps in the ship’s 
wake. When I opened my eyes I saw we were entering the calmer waters of a 
sheltered bay.  
I made my way to where my father was talking to the captain in his 
cabin, studying a map on the desk. Father was a big man and known for his 
energy. He disliked those he called fools. Now he waited for Captain Griffin, 
who would later set up the Whiteside run, to explain their situation.  
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“We’ll be arriving at Dunwich on Stradbroke Island shortly. The pilot 
boat is waiting to take you up the river tomorrow,” he said.  
I turned back towards the water where I spotted twotriangular black fins 
not far from the boat. “Father, come quick,” I called. 
“That’s enough,” he said. “You know better than to interrupt. Wait until 
I’m finished.” 
I sulked at the door and Father returned to the map. “You were saying 
we have to take the pilot boat up the river to the town, Mr Griffin.” 
The captain tapped his finger on the map. “That’s right. There’s too 
much sand in the river mouth here for a steamer this size. We’ll transfer your 
luggage at Dunwich, where you’ll spend the night. The boat will leave first 
thing in the morning and you’ll be at the settlement in no time.”  
 “Good. Thank you, Captain.”  
Father turned towards me, raising an eyebrow. I spun around and ran. I 
was jumping up and down, clinging to the ship’s rails when Father emerged on 
deck. My brothers John and Walter were standing beside me. Isa was below 
with Mother. I saw my father arriving and pointed at the water. “Look father. 
Look. Sharks,” I shouted. 
John and Walter grabbed me and hoisted me off my feet. “How about a 
swim, eh?” 
I let out a yell, struggling. 
“Act your age John. And you Thomas, come down from there. Now!” 
Father was not amused. 
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My brothers released me, and I jumped down to the deck. Father turned 
towards the bow. We were approaching Dunwich wharf, a narrow jetty that 
thrust some one hundred and fifty yards out from the shore. Built out of rocks 
by convicts some years before, the jetty allowed big ships to dock and offload 
their cargo. Where it met the shore, the structure was flanked on the left by 
stone-strewn mud. To the right, a narrow beach of yellow sand disappeared 
around a rocky point. A small hut at the end of the causeway stored tools and 
acted as a shelter. Further back in a cleared area stood a larger slab hut. Beyond 
the camp, thick scrub lay on the hillsides like a worn, shredded blanket. 
 “Go fetch your mother and sister, Thomas. And be quick about it, we’re 
almost there,” Father ordered. 
I disappeared inside, glad for something to do. My excitement carried 
me towards the family’s cabin, where I told Mother of our arrival before 
rushing back on deck. I would say I was my mother’s favourite. Her soft heart 
saved me many times. She straightened her bonnet, taking one last look at the 
cabin the family had shared from Sydney. Seven berths had been crammed into 
the tiny cabin, but it did have modern conveniences. The wash stand provided 
fresh water from a cistern on the wall. You could turn the water on with a small 
brass cock and then the waste was piped overboard. Mother particularly liked 
the bells hanging outside the doors of the cabins. When rung, each had a 
distinctive sound so that the steward in his pantry would know who required his 
services. She turned and made her way above. 
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Soldiers and convicts milled about on the wharf, waiting to unload the 
cargo. The prisoners wore the standard convict attire of grey calico trousers 
with buttons on the side, which allowed them to be worn over leg irons; plus a 
shirt, grey jacket and leather cap. The clothes were stamped with broad 
arrowheads indicating they were government property; the word ‘felon’ was 
printed on the jacket. The captain edged the James Watt towards the end of the 
wharf. Two sailors threw ropes to waiting convicts and the captain ordered the 
engines stopped as the boat was secured at its berth.  
I wanted to be first ashore. I shot off the boat onto the stone jetty, nearly 
knocking one of the convicts into the water. It was Grayson, though I didn’t 
know his name at the time. He was a big man, even bigger than Father. He 
stumbled backwards towards the edge of the wharf; he was afraid. He twisted 
his head around and saw the dark water beneath him. At the last moment, he 
managed to grab a post to stop himself falling. 
 “You little bugger,” he muttered. He recovered quickly and leapt at me, 
but I ducked out of his way.  
“Lay off, Grayson,” called one of the soldiers, “or you’ll feel the bite of 
the whip!”  
The soldier need not have struck Grayson, but he thrust the butt of his 
rifle in his rib. The convict rubbed his bruised flesh through the rough tissue of 
his prison garb. He glared at me, but kept his distance.  
I was shaken, and as quickly as I could I joined the rest of the family as 
they disembarked, and watched the convicts transfer our luggage to the much 
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smaller pilot boat. Father’s eyes were drawn to a sizeable stack of timber which 
he said was red cedar, a valuable cargo. He would supervise its loading on the 
James Watt for its return trip to Sydney. We hadn’t properly arrived yet and he 
was already at work. 
“Get back to your job,” said the soldier, once again pushing Grayson 
with his rifle. The convict cursed and then he made his way onto the boat to 
help unload. I could see he was hampered by a pain where the rifle butt had 
struck. He looked at Father. “Petrie,” he said. His eyes swung from Father to 
me and back, then he was gone. 
*** 
The following morning, the family made their way down to the wharf. Stars 
were still visible as the eastern sky brightened, the dull grey of night gradually 
transmuting into a rust-flecked dawn. It was August and the air was brisk.  
Convicts, Grayson among them, sat waiting at the oars. The pilot boat 
headed into the bay and we were soon passing islands of mud and coral covered 
in low scrub. Gulls, gannets, sea eagles and cormorants, amongst others, rent 
the morning air with their cries and dove into schools of fish that flashed below 
the sun-burnished water. As we crossed a broad swathe of ocean grass in a 
shallow area, I saw a strange creature in the crystal-clear water. “Look at that 
thing,” I cried. “What is it?” I asked nobody in particular. The huge, slate-grey 
fish was many times bigger than myself. It swam lazily, feeding on the lush 
green grass which it chewed with its large rough lips. It propelled itself through 
the water with its fluked tail and used the flippers just behind and below its 
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head to manoeuvre. Cow-like eyes presided over a snout shaped like that of a 
mournful bulldog. 
“The blackfellas call them dugong,” said the pilot. “Some of them are 
huge, up to ten feet long, but they’re mostly harmless. They’re good eating, if 
you ever get the chance.” 
The mood on the boat sobered as we approached the low-lying, dense 
green shore. In the distance to the north, small, spikey hills poked at the sky. 
We glided smoothly between sand and mud banks where numerous birds waded 
in the shallow water looking for a meal. A pelican landed with a flutter of its 
huge wings, a fish tail sticking out of its distended bill. We passed an island on 
our left where I saw a number of aboriginal people sitting around a fire just up 
from the beach.  
At last, we turned into the river proper where mangroves stood like 
strange creatures anchored to the mud by a tangle of sinewy legs. As the sharp 
blue of the sky narrowed above us, the dank odour of decay exuded by the 
vegetation and mud permeated the air. Beyond the thick river growth, ancient 
eucalypts and tall pines lined the horizon. Father recognised the hoop pine; it 
was being used extensively for ships’ spars, houses and furniture, he said. The 
widespread stands of pine in the area had been a major factor in the decision to 
settle, first at Red Cliff Point on the bay and then the present site further inland. 
As he embraced the scene around him, Father remembered a convict he had met 
in Sydney. The man had been at the original settlement and had told him of his 
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trip up the river to the new site at Brisbane. He had described it as a “veritable 
garden of Eden.”  
The river and surrounding bush teemed with life; I heard whistles, 
hoots, chirps and many other unknown sounds that filled the air around us. I 
watched spellbound as long-beaked kingfishers darted and swooped, their 
scarlet breasts flashing. A family of black swans sailed gracefully by, while a 
flock of noisy, multi-coloured lorikeets squawked overhead. Occasionally, I 
caught glimpses of dark figures in the areas where the bush was thinner; smoke 
drifted in lazy columns from hidden campfires. Every now and then, a burst of 
golden incandescence broke the verdant monotony—a winter-flowering wattle 
tree, father informed me. Its perfume wafted across the water. 
Progress was slow and tedious as sand bars and the tides delayed the 
boat’s passage. At the rate we were travelling it would be night before we 
reached the town, I thought. At the start of the trip, I had been fascinated by 
each new vista. I had watched my three brothers take their place at the oars—in 
later years, they would be quite good at rowing and winning races on this same 
river. But as the day dragged on, I grew weary and bored.  
It seems cruel to me now, but behind my parents’ backs, safe in the 
knowledge he couldn’t touch me, I made faces at Grayson, the man whose 
injury I had helped to cause. The rest of the family was absorbed by the 
scenery. I was six, and it seems I had already forgotten how frightened Grayson 
had made me feel at the wharf. 
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Suddenly, a black man appeared at the edge of a clearing on the bank, 
watching the boat advance along the river. The soldiers tightened their grip on 
their rifles and kept their eyes on the figure, ready to fire at the least 
provocation. There could be more of them hiding in the trees, I thought with 
apprehension, but also I was glad of the diversion. 
I focused Father’s telescope on the aboriginal who stood motionless, as 
though planted in the ground; he was a young man and well-built, his head 
covered in ebony curls. The dark eyes that stared back at me. I can remember 
that his probing gaze made me uneasy, as though it was the black man holding 
the telescope and looking inside my head. I examined the strong face, the broad 
forehead and nose, the heavy lips encased in a beard; his chest was beaded with 
horizontal lines of scars.  
Through the telescope I could see two vicious-looking spears the black 
man was holding in his right hand. A band of string made from kangaroo hair 
(as I would later learn) encircled the man’s waist, holding a long, curved piece 
of wood in place; otherwise, he was naked. I glanced at my mother who had 
raised her hand to her face as though to block out the sight. He must be a 
warrior, I thought. I instinctively moved closer to Mother as the boat pulled 
slowly past him. 
The man on the shore was Dundalli, whose name means “wonga 
pigeon.” Many years later, he laughed when he told me of his detailed 
assessment of our craft and its passengers. First, he had carefully scrutinised the 
red and white-clothed soldiers holding their muskets in readiness. He then 
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examined the rowers leaning into their oars and sweeping them back for 
another stroke that propelled us. He could see by their dress that most of them 
were convicts.  
He noticed me looking at him. The big man at the front, three youths, a 
young girl and a woman who was probably their mother, were the only other 
passengers. More and more whites were coming to his traditional land and 
Dundalli was not happy. Some of his people thought they were the magui, 
ghosts of ancestors returning to the heart of their family, but he did not believe 
it. The discussions around the campfires had been long on this subject, but he 
knew the ancestors would never act the way these strangers did, with no respect 
for the law. The elders had told him to observe and do nothing. For the 
moment, he did as ordered. 
For once, I sat quietly. I had seen blacks before in the streets of Sydney, 
but no one like the man on the shore. I looked to see what my father was doing. 
By the time I returned my gaze to the shore, the man was gone. 
As the boat pulled out of range of where the black man had been, 
everyone relaxed a little, but all eyes surveyed the scrub on the banks with 
some trepidation. Then the river began to twist and turn upon itself. The sun 
was low in the western sky when we passed cultivated land on the bank to our 
right and high brown cliffs lined the water to the left. We rounded yet another 
bend to the welcome sight of the settlement. A number of small craft were 
plying back and forth across the river.  
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My tiredness vanished as we drew towards the river bank. Before me 
stood the town of Brisbane, a harsh prison, miles from any other form of 
civilisation, inhabited by some of the worst criminals England had produced. I 
appraised the buildings and the layout of my new home. To the right of the 
wharf lay a long narrow shed my father told me was the boat house. A 
substantial two-storey building made from stone stood about fifty yards further 
back, huddling into the hill that wrapped it on three sides. I listened as my 
father explained that it had taken ten convicts, working in irons it must be said, 
four months to dig out the rock and to lay the foundations for what was the 
Commissariat Store where the colony’s provisions were jealously guarded. A 
road ran away to the left up the slight grade. Above it on the rise stood a 
magnificent fig tree that I imagined climbing. With its massive buttress roots 
and trunk, it towered like a sentinel, dwarfing the one-storied building that 
housed the chaplain. The commandant’s house was along the ridge to the right 
of the Commissariat. I had watched Father study crude plans of the town in 
Sydney before we left and the layout of the colony was sketched in his mind. 
He pointed out and named each of the buildings. Sounds of hammering and 
sawing came from our left where the road from the wharf ran past the military 
barracks and the lumber yard. This would be the focus of Father’s attention for 
some time to come. Further along the river bank were the hospitals for the 
soldiers and convicts and then the surgeon’s house. In the distance behind the 
lumber yard, the convict barracks loomed, a forbidding stone structure some 
three stories high and about one hundred yards long, surrounded by a high wall.  
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A team of oxen hauling a huge load of timber crawled down towards the 
wharf, their hooves churning the dust. The bullock driver cracked his whip 
above the heads of his beasts and whistled at them to keep moving. On the top 
of a ridge just beyond the settlement stood the squat conical shape of a 
windmill, the giant sails immobile despite the fresh breeze. Gangs of convicts 
guarded by soldiers—the aboriginals called them ‘diamonds’ because of their 
red and white uniform—toiled in the vegetable gardens to the rear of the 
buildings. 
 I had conjured up visions of the settlement as a smaller version of 
Sydney, but that was definitely not the case. Our new home was tiny in 
comparison, no more than a scratch on the sub-tropical landscape where 
luxuriant forests and scrub pressed in upon the township, threatening to 
swallow it. Despite a sense of mild disappointment, I was eager to explore and 
to get to know this place. 
 Father had warned that strict rules would apply. There was to be no 
fraternising with the convicts or aboriginal people and we were never to go 
about the colony alone or leave its confines. Father had reassured Mother that 
the large garrison of soldiers would guarantee our safety. As I was to learn, 
Brisbane had been, and still was, a harsh, cruel place for the convicts.  
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FOUR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Father dispatched a soldier to let the commandant know we had arrived and 
turned to the unloading of our luggage. Captain Fyans came down and 
introduced himself, and then we set off on foot to the only accommodation 
available in the colony, the old female factory. We went up the slope and 
passed between the lumber yard and the military barracks and started down the 
main road that would one day become Queen St. Opposite the formidable 
convict barracks, soldiers toiled in a garden. A track to the government garden 
we had seen from the boat ran off to the right past some barns and the piggery. 
Another track passed behind the barracks across a wooden bridge up to the mill 
on the ridge. The creek that supplied the town with water trickled listlessly 
alongside the road, awaiting the summer rains. Commandant Fyans explained 
that the water situation was always precarious through the winter months and 
the precious commodity would have to be rationed. A few hundred yards 
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further along on the right we could see a high brick wall with a squat tower in 
each corner. A wide tiled roof was all that was visible of our quarters. 
 “I know it’s not the most pleasant of abodes, but it is clean and you 
should be comfortable enough,” Fyans said with some embarrassment. “All the 
other buildings in the settlement are full or required for other purposes.” He 
didn’t mention the fact that no one had thought to build a dwelling for the new 
clerk of works before his arrival. Father didn’t either. Instead, he put his arm 
around Mother to comfort her. The thought of occupying a building once 
housing female prisoners upset her. 
 We went through the gate into the compound and were greeted, if you 
can call it that, by the sight of a long range of barred windows fixed into the 
grim stone of the building. My mother would have to make a home of this 
place. Many years later when it was demolished to make way for the new Post 
Office, Father called it a terrible hole. “I can feel the presence of the women 
who have been incarcerated here, the walls remember their suffering,” Mother 
said in a soft voice as we explored the building. Until shortly before our arrival, 
thirty to forty women convicts and their children had been squashed into the 
spacious stone rooms where they washed the male prisoners’ laundry, made and 
repaired prison clothes, and fabricated soap, candles, ropes and caulk for the 
ships. Despite the discomfort, Mother never nagged Father, as she knew how 
busy he was. But it’s impossible for me to look back over these early days 
without thinking of her suffering. 
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In the end, we had to wait a year and a half before the new house was 
built further along Queen St on the other side of the creek. The day we moved 
was a blessing for Mother. She shrugged off her melancholy to organise and 
direct the convicts assigned to the task.  
Father was kept so busy with his work he had little time to draw up 
plans for a house, our only way out of the factory. Once he had repaired the 
windmill, he had turned to the task of supervising the lumber yard. The records 
he found in the yard’s office were a mess and he needed someone to sort them 
and get them up to date. At the time, there were only about one hundred and 
fifty male convicts and sixty or seventy female convicts left, as the government 
was looking to close the prison down. There were no free men to help my 
father. 
 Fifty of the better-behaved felons worked in the lumber yard and were 
freed of their chains. Father could not find one of the present lot with the 
abilities he sought for his clerk and had to press upon the commandant his need 
to speak to the other prisoners. One of Father’s favourite stories, those he told 
me whenever we went over the days of living in the female factory, was how he 
eventually found Peg-leg Kelly.  
Kelly was in the hospital recovering from a failed escape, and missing a 
leg. Father realised straight away that the man was educated and grilled him on 
his background. Kelly was reticent at first–what did this man want brow-
beating him in his sick-bed? He was feeling sorry for himself. “I just want to be 
left in peace,” he told Father.  
 26 
 
 
“I’m looking for a clerk,” Father said, and the convict’s spirits lifted. But 
Gilligan, a convict overseer and the official flogger had paid him a visit right 
after the operation on his leg, when he was still drifting in a haze of pain, to 
remind him of what awaited him when he was well enough to stand.  
 “Our man Gilligan has taken quite a dislike to me, I’m afraid,” he said. 
“You cannot imagine what it is like, living in constant fear for one’s life,” he 
told Father. “There are many ways an overseer can fabricate crimes or 
misdemeanours and have you whipped for it.” Father nodded. He knew from 
experience that this was true. Gilligan had become more and more obsessed 
with Kelly and eventually had the pleasure of flaying his back a hundred times 
for so-called “insolent behaviour.” He could not contemplate suffering another 
flogging and decided to take his chances on the outside in the bush with the 
blacks. Some of the lags had managed it and by all accounts had been well 
received by the tribes. “I felt it was my only chance; to stay in the prison meant 
certain death. Unfortunately, I didn’t get far before I fell and broke my bloody 
leg.”  
 Father listened to Kelly with interest, watching him all the time. I 
believe he was a good judge of men and knew the Irishman wasn’t lying. He 
reassured Kelly that he would do his utmost to have the flogging cancelled. He 
would talk with the commandant, who was a reasonable man. My father was 
opposed to flogging  and thought the convict’s missing leg was punishment 
enough. And he needed Kelly at the yard to get started on the records. He 
couldn’t be lying in hospital with a raw back. Major Cotton, who had replaced 
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Fyans soon after our arrival, would be in his office and had to be informed at 
once. 
Father’s only physical flaw was a bad leg, which was due to an accident 
with a horse when he was a lad. Perhaps it was part of his sympathy for Peg-leg 
that he’d been injured in this way. He was riding along a street in Edinburgh 
when his horse shied at a cab and his leg became tangled in the spokes of the 
carriage’s high wheel. The leg was a mess and never healed properly. It didn’t 
slow him down, at least not until later in his life when he suffered constantly 
from a sore that wouldn’t heal. 
Much to the fury of Gilligan, Father got his way and Kelly escaped the 
brute’s clutches. Peg-leg was forever grateful, and served him faithfully for 
many years at the yard, and later, on his release, in the same role in Father’s 
building business. He was a regular guest at our table and greatly appreciated 
the food, lavishing praise on Mother’s cooking. “Ah, but this is fare worthy of a 
king, Mrs Petrie,” was one of his stock comments as he patted his full belly. He 
charmed us all, in particular Isa who adored Peg-leg from the day he picked her 
up and swung her around the room. Isa squealed and was out of breath when he 
put her down. He apologised to Mother, winking at Isa, who beamed back. She 
could sit for hours listening to his fabulous tales of Ireland, of magicians, kings 
and princesses, of knights slaying fire-breathing dragons, and the green of the 
land. One of the favourites was the Legend of the White Trout. I can still see 
Peg-leg on the sofa with Isa on his knee and hear the lilting Irish as he told the 
tale:  
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Once upon a time, a beautiful lady lived in a castle by a lake. She was to 
be married to a handsome prince but he was murdered by a vile creature 
who threw him in the lake. Now, the story goes that she was so sad and 
pined so much for her prince that the fairies came to fetch her. Then, one 
day, something extraordinary came to pass: a white trout appeared in the 
stream. ..  
*** 
Peg-leg was given the task of furthering my education. This turned out to be 
quite difficult, as I was not inclined to spend hours poring over figures and 
books. There were too many exciting alternatives to fill the day. Poor old Peg-
leg tried his best. He had a soft spot for me; I think he recognised in me the free 
spirit he had himself been at the same age, and so only insisted I do some work 
each day before I could escape to explore the yard. He loved children and 
couldn’t bring himself to chide us and we made the most of it. Peg-leg may 
have found it difficult instilling the finer virtues of mathematics and literature 
in me, but I would pester him with questions about all the exotic places he had 
visited and the many adventures I imagined he must have had. The one question 
I wanted to ask was why he had been sent to prison. I asked Father about Kelly 
but he would say nothing on the subject. One day I screwed up my courage and 
put the question to him directly. He looked at me bemused and replied that he 
was seen by the English as an enemy to their rule in his country. He had been 
arrested and charged with acts against the crown, and finally sentenced to the 
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colonies where he would no longer be a hindrance. I didn’t understand all he 
said, however, I was satisfied with knowing he wasn’t a common thief or 
murderer, and my admiration for the man grew. I suppose his sense of rebellion 
was in part my own. 
*** 
We saw little of Father in those first months, as his work engulfed him. In order 
to compensate for his absence he would try to incorporate the family in his 
travels when it was practical. One day he had Tom Brooks, a convict, bring the 
government spring-cart to the women’s factory and we all bundled aboard, 
including Mother. Father, John, Andrew, and Walter would ride horses. The 
cart was an ungainly, wooden contraption with two large wheels and pulled by 
a black and white ox called Tinker. Father was going to inspect the records at 
the Eagle Farm Prison, which was five miles from town to the north-east. It was 
where the women convicts were kept, with the exception of some older ones 
who stayed in town as servants to the officers.  
Peg-leg later regaled me with some of the stories of the goings on in our 
current residence before the women were segregated from the men. “There 
were very few women in the colony and they were much sought after, as one 
can understand,” he said. “In Brisbane, some of the matrons ran the female 
prison like a brothel, catering for the needs of the soldiers and even some of the 
officers.The biggest scandal of all was when Doctor Cowper, who enjoyed his 
spirits, was caught with his pants down in the factory and was dismissed from 
his post,” Peg-leg roared with laughter at the memory. The wooden fence was 
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easily breached by those seeking the favours of the women within, so the 
commandant built a brick wall that now surrounded our old quarters. But even 
that wasn’t enough, so he moved the women to Eagle Farm. 
 We were in a festive mood as the timbered countryside opened onto a 
field where five women were working in a line, hoeing weeds between the 
young corn plants that stretched in rows parallel to the road. I wasn’t looking at 
the women; instead my eyes scanned the high wooden structure that pierced the 
horizon at the end of the field. It would be difficult to escape over the top of 
those spikes, I thought. The women looked up when they heard the cart 
approach. Their two guards ordered them to get on with it and they dutifully 
lowered their heads to the task. They were dressed in similar clothes to the male 
convicts, the grey of their uniform like drab smudges on the fresh green of the 
sprouting corn. It was only when we passed close to them that I noticed the 
irons on their legs. 
“Look,” I whispered to Ma. “They’re wearing chains.” I had come to 
associate chains with Grayson, and our exchange at the wharf. 
Mother looked at the forlorn convicts and shook her head. “That women 
could be reduced to this,” she said. The woman closest to the road stopped 
working and stood staring at us as we passed. With what seemed an angry 
gesture, she whipped the red scarf she was wearing off her head to reveal her 
prickly skull. She glared at us in defiance until one of the soldiers put his hand 
on her shoulder and turned her back to her work. Brooks urged Tinker towards 
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the forbidding structure of the fort. We were silent, each with our thoughts, 
digesting the degrading spectacle. 
Brooks turned the cart into a track a short distance from the gate and we 
continued to the river; Father would join us there later for lunch. The huge gate 
in the eighteen foot high wall swung open to reveal a second lower wall inside 
the first. Father was lost from sight as the door banged shut behind him. We 
spent an enjoyable day playing and exploring by the water. The older boys went 
for a swim while Isa and I hunted for crabs and mussels along the bank. Mother 
laid a blanket on the grass under a shady tree and prepared lunch. Thankfully, 
when Father came for us in the afternoon and we drove home, the women were 
on the far side of the field. That evening, I overheard my parents talking about 
the women convicts. “It’s inhuman, Andrew. You must put a stop to it,” Mother 
said. 
The punishment meted out to the women, besides the chains and head-
shaving, included solitary confinement, Father told Mother. He said he would 
have a word with Cotton. 
Father had always been against harsh punishment and later told me 
stories about our time in Sydney and his first direct experiences with convicts 
when he was Superintendent at the Goat Island prison. Grayson, I discovered, 
was also there at the time. I have worried that I or my father was to blame for 
how Grayson came to treat us, and whether it was during those Sydney years 
that we inadvertently produced the concentration of Grayson’s hatred upon us. 
Father had only been doing his job, but the convict couldn’t see that.   
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FIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1831-37 Sydney  
 
My Father Andrew was one of fifty-two Scottish craftsmen or “mechanics,” as 
they were called in those days, carefully selected by the Reverend John 
Dunmore Lang based on personal recommendations from churchmen and other 
prominent citizens of the city of Edinburgh. Father was a carpenter and stone-
mason with rudimentary skills in surveying and architecture; he was also 
thought to be a man of impeccable character, and had worked for some well-
known firms in Edinburgh, which pleased Lang no end. Both my parents were 
healthy and restless, well-suited to settle in a foreign land, though I believe 
Father was the more adventurous of the two, and more capable of adapting to 
life in the colony. He was ambitious; conditions in Scotland were stifling, the 
colonies offered opportunity.  
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However, both Mother and Father had wounds. They had lost little James, 
their third-born son who was only four when he passed away less than a year 
before we moved to Sydney. Mother was three months pregnant with me at the 
time. Perhaps the bereavement motivated her to back Father in this new 
venture; the conditions had to be better in New South Wales for raising her 
family than they were in Scotland, where wages were low. 
 Father, Mother, my older brothers John, Andrew and Walter, and 
myself, sailed from Greenock on the Stirling Castle, a five hundred ton brig 
bound for Sydney. It was June, 1831. Mother often reminisced about the trip 
and how she met Captain James Fraser and his wife Eliza. “We became great 
friends by the time we arrived in Australia,” she said with a far-away look in 
her eyes.  “Eliza made quite a name for herself after the Stirling Castle was 
wrecked on the Great Barrier Reef,” She added with a measure of pride. It 
seems Mother fell under the younger woman’s charm and that Eliza, too, saw 
something in Mother that she liked.  
I have read Eliza’s account of her time with the aboriginals and was 
shocked by the way she claims they treated her. I met and spoke with the 
Butchulla people who took her in after the shipwreck and death of her husband 
on Fraser Island. Fraser says she was beaten and otherwise maltreated by the 
women. ”The white woman’s story is not true,” an elder told me. “If it had not 
been for the Butchulla women, Eliza Fraser would not have lived,” he said. 
Surviving members of the crew also said they had been well treated by the 
blacks.  
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In later years I would draw my mother’s ire when I disparaged her 
friend. “I dislike the way Fraser has embellished her tale at the expense of the 
aboriginals for personal gain,” I once said in exasperation. “Stories of this type 
plant the image of the Aboriginal people as brutal, primitive savages in the 
minds of Europeans, which in turn justifies their need to tame the ‘wild’ men 
and women, and if necessarily, eliminate them altogether.”  
Mother dismissed my argument. “Nonsense, don’t be so pompous,” she 
said. “You don’t know Eliza like I do.” And that was the end of the matter. 
 On the trip out from Scotland, Father had found a friend in George 
Ferguson, Lang’s master builder. Together with Lang, they had gone over the 
plans for the Australian College, percolating through the hundreds of details 
involved in mapping out the road to successful completion of the project. Father 
and George formed a partnership a couple of years later and Father was able to 
do some private work. However, life wasn’t easy in those first years. Father 
was paid £2/week, half of which went to repay the £75 cost of the voyage for 
the family. 10 shillings/week went to pay rent for a small cottage on the 
outskirts of town. Food was expensive and we had to pay for water, too. Mother 
had to cope with all the domestic issues and look after four children while 
father worked on the college. 
We weren’t very well nourished in the early years, as Mother stretched 
the meagre income to cover all our needs. The quality and quantity of food she 
procured from the markets was never enough for four growing boys. And then 
we had a new sister, Isabella, but she was breast-fed as we all had been. All the 
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same, we never went without: the Scots’ community supported each other in the 
difficult times. 
  Father worked as a clerk for the military before he got his chance to try 
out his ideas for prison reform when he was appointed Convict Superintendent 
on Goat Island, offshore from Balmain. The prison was a staging point for 
convicts who had committed a second offence and were on their way to the 
brutal penitentiaries of either Moreton Bay or Norfolk Island, not much of a 
choice, if they’d had that privilege. “I know that man,” Father had said after the 
incident on the wharf on our arrival at Dunwich. “His name is Grayson. He was 
on his way to Brisbane when I met him,” Father frowned at the memory. Father 
abolished flogging, except for one or two instances, and improved the 
prisoners’ diet by having vegetables delivered every day. Just the same, 
conditions were atrocious, and the majority of the inmates were in a sorry state, 
suffering from scurvy, under-nourishment, festering sores, dysentery and 
countless other ailments. Rather than whip the convicts in his charge with the 
‘cat,’ Father flailed them with lessons on morality and reward through physical 
labour.  
Grayson, it seems, was one of those prisoners who would test any man’s 
patience to the limit, for he was one of the few who were flogged during 
Father’s time there. “He attacked and injured a guard, a crime that had to be 
punished,” Father explained. Almost any prison superintendent in the colony 
apart from my father would have ensured Grayson suffered much more than he 
did. All I know for certain is what my father has told me. “Grayson deserved 
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what he got, and on balance was a lucky man,” he said, and I believed him. But 
Grayson could not see it that way. 
*** 
The arrival of Major George Barney, a military engineer of distinction, would 
set Father on the path to Brisbane. Barney took over from Laidley as Father’s 
boss and put him to work on a number of important projects around the 
settlement. Father proved his worth and Barney recommended him for the 
position of Clerk of Works for the Moreton Bay Penal Colony, for which we 
would soon be leaving. I can understand my father wanting to go to Brisbane. I 
think he saw opportunity in the untapped resources, such as timber that was 
found in abundance in Moreton Bay. And Mother had lost another son, little 
William, aged two, not long before we left Sydney. Perhaps once again she felt 
that conditions would be better elsewhere, I can’t say. I know my elder brothers 
were excited, as I was, at the idea of going to the notorious penal settlement. 
  
 37 
 
 
SIX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1837 Brisbane 
 
It didn’t take me long to settle in and make the acquaintance of the locals. My 
best friend was an aboriginal called Wanangga, right from the start. He told me 
I wasn’t like the other white boys in the town. When he had approached some 
older boys they spat at him and threw stones that drew blood. “Black savage.” 
“Nigger.” “We don’t want your sort here,” they yelled as he turned and raced 
away. His father Yabba explained that there were many bad men in the town 
who would not think twice about ending his young life if the mood took them. 
He saw the guns the soldiers carried and knew that they could kill a person 
from far away. Despite the danger, Yabba told Wanangga he must learn the 
ways of the whites, so that their people might better understand them. Unlike 
Dundalli, who did his best to resist the encroachment of the whites, 
Wanangga’s father realised the magui had come to stay, whether the tribes 
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agreed or not. “They do not know our laws, nor we theirs,” his father often said. 
Wanangga didn’t mind. He enjoyed learning to speak English, albeit at a 
rudimentary level for the moment. 
Wanangga told me he had overheard the elders discussing the arrival of 
a new family in the colony, a non-military family. He said his interest was 
aroused when they mentioned children and that the family were moving into 
what was once the women’s prison; he would investigate. Unlike his parents, he 
had known the presence of the whites since his birth. His mother often went 
into town with the hope that the whites would give her some flour or sugar, 
much prized by their people. The Turrbal, or the Duke of Yorks’ clan as the 
locals were later known,  bore the brunt of the arrival of the whites at Brisbane. 
To Wanangga, the site of the town was called meanjin, meaning the land in the 
shape of a spike, because of the way it jutted into the river. Their camp at 
Barrambin was only two miles from where the town was built. This was a semi-
permanent living place, as they did not need to wander far to fill their needs. 
The Turrbal people had lived in the area for centuries, if not thousands of years. 
Unlike the inland tribes who followed the seasons in search of food, the Turrbal 
were more or less settled, living off the ready supply of fish, seafood, 
kangaroos, goannas, birds, other wildlife, roots, grasses and herbs. I remember 
that what mattered to me at the time was the immediate feeling that I was 
joining a community that had been here before us.  
I remember the day I first met Wanangga. I was playing in the yard 
behind the women’s factory not long after our arrival in the colony, when a 
 39 
 
 
black boy about the same age as me, but a bit taller, appeared at the gate. His 
face, pock-marked with smallpox scars, was creased in a grin. He was skinny. 
The ripped, dirty brown pants he was wearing were held in place with a tattered 
cord. He made a sign with his hand, inviting me to join him. I looked towards 
the house where I could see Mother moving about inside, otherwise we were 
alone. Distant sounds of men working filtered to us on the breeze.  
The boy turned and walked in the direction of a nearby stand of trees 
and I followed a short distance behind. When we were out of sight of the house, 
the boy stopped and faced me. 
“The whites call me Jimmy,” he said, pointing to his chest. “But my 
name is Wanangga. Intangan? What’s your name?” he asked, his eyes fixed on 
the ground. 
“You speak English?”  
“Ya-wai. Yes. I learnt from whitefella Andy,” Wanangga replied, 
smiling. “What’s your name?” he persisted. 
“I’m Tom. Where do you live?” 
“That way,” Wanangga pointed north. “Not far,” he added. “You come 
see.” 
I glanced nervously over my shoulder. What if Mother should come 
looking for me, I thought. “We’ll have to be quick,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
Wanangga said, “Follow me,” and we moved off.  
 We passed through a gap in the mangroves and crossed the creek where 
it was reduced to a few inches of sluggish, muddy water. Once out of the creek 
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bed, the terrain was steep. We threaded our way between ghost-white eucalypts, 
golden wattle, tall pines and dozens of other species of trees, vines and shrubs, 
following a well-worn path up and over the hill. I saw and heard all sorts of 
birds; the scrub turkey scratching in the litter under the trees for grubs, the shrill 
lash of the whip bird’s distinctive cry coming from the thick undergrowth, the 
noisy, colourful parrots. Giant lizards scurried out of our way and climbed the 
nearest tree. This was the first time I had ventured into the bush since our 
arrival and I remember feeling intimidated by the raw vitality of the country we 
were moving through. I suppressed the thought I was breaking one of Father’s 
rules. It wouldn’t be the first time. We crossed another ridge and emerged from 
the forest and scrub into an open wooded area that sloped gently down to a 
creek where I could see a number of shelters made from bark, leaves and timber 
scattered among the trees. Smoke rose from small fires close to the entrances of 
the huts. 
Some women were weaving dilly bags from reeds while others were 
preparing food, pounding roots into mush, the repetitive “thunk” resounded 
throughout the camp. Children ran between the trees, chasing each other in 
some kind of game. Excited shouting came from a pool in the creek where more 
children splashed about. A group of men sat under a tree chatting quietly; 
beside them five or six mangy-looking dogs were asleep in the shade. We 
approached a hut where a man sat cross-legged by the fire, fixing me with eyes 
the colour of the night.  
“Nginnen,” he said, motioning for us to join him and to sit at the fire. 
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Wanangga addressed the man in his own language before turning back 
to me. “This is my father, Yabba,” Wanangga made the introductions. “I told 
him you are my friend. He says welcome to our land.”  
The Turrbal have always called me “Tommy”—if I remember correctly 
that’s how Wanangga introduced me to his father that day—and the name 
stuck. The old man was curious and wanted to know all about me and my 
family, where we came from, why we were there. I answered as best I could 
through Wanangga, but I started to worry about the time. I didn’t want to be 
rude, only I had already been away from the house too long. I told Wanangga to 
thank his father and that I was sorry, I had to get back to the house before I was 
missed. 
Over the following months Wanangga and I became firm friends. I 
helped him improve his English and he instructed me in the Turrbal language. 
“Tambur,” he had said in my first lesson, indicating his mouth. He laughed at 
my attempt to pronounce the word, and I had to repeat it until he was satisfied I 
had it right. “Tiar,” the teeth were next. So the lessons went. Every day I learnt 
new words and was soon able to express myself and make myself understood.  
On one of my visits to York’s Hollow, Yabba decided it was time I 
learnt more about his people, so he told me the story about how life on Earth 
began, the first of many tales he would later recount. Wanangga acted as 
interpreter. 
Yabba started speaking. I sat straight and listened carefully. Yabba’s 
voice was unusual, with its strange beat and alien words as a background to 
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Wanangga’s interpretation in broken English accompanied by expansive 
gesticulations. I imagined the Rainbow Serpent in all its splendour awakening 
to plough the land. She travelled all over the land, shifting boulders and leaving 
her track everywhere she went.  I saw the frogs answer the serpent’s call to 
come out and could almost feel the reptile’s tickle. The tickling made the frogs 
laugh and water poured from their mouths to fill the Rainbow Serpent’s tracks. 
A vision of lakes fed by magnificent rivers passed before my eyes. Beside me, 
Isa was asleep. 
Yabba paused to take a breath and was about to continue when we heard 
a cry. “Tom. Isa. Where are you? You’ve got to come home before Father!” 
I jumped to my feet. “Thank your father for the story, but we have to go. 
That’s my brother Walter looking for us.” I woke Isa, dragged her by the arm 
and took off towards the voice. 
“Damn, Tom. You know what Father’s like if you’re not there when he 
gets home,” said Walter as we ran up to him.  
This time we were lucky. We arrived back at the house before our 
father, and avoided his questioning about our whereabouts. But we couldn’t 
avoid Mother.  
“Oh Tom, where have you been?” Mother allowed her annoyance to 
show. “Your father will be home any minute. You should tell me before you 
wander off, you could get lost. Get inside now, go on,” she said. 
I lay in bed that night staring at the ceiling. I was aware for the first time 
that I loved where we were, and that my new friends would be an important 
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part of my life from there on. I no longer knew for certain where my place was, 
only that at the very least it had been divided between our house and the 
possibilities that existed in York’s Hollow. 
*** 
The following day, Wanangga and I made for our secret place at the foot of a 
massive fig tree down by the river. I found my usual spot and settled down 
between the buttresses with my back against the trunk. I was warm in the tree’s 
embrace and I thought of the story that Yabba had started telling us.  
Wanangga couldn’t resist a jibe. “Yesterday you ran off like a wallaby 
being chased by a hunter,” he laughed. “You missed the second part of the 
story.” Wanangga was a natural story teller and was soon into his stride. He 
reminded me of how the Rainbow Serpent had made the rivers and lakes and 
then the grass and trees began to grow. I imagined the wallabies, kangaroos, 
snakes, lizards, the emu and other birds awakening to follow the Mother of Life 
to take up their places on the land or in the air. I had seen them often enough in 
the bush around the house. The Rainbow Serpent laid down her laws and 
punished those who disobeyed by turning them to stone to form mountains and 
hills. I knew about punishment and I wondered what it would be like to turn to 
stone. I saw the mountains and hills watching over the tribes as they searched 
for food. The Rainbow Serpent rewarded those who obeyed her laws by turning 
them into humans, with each person having a totem of an animal, bird or reptile 
depending on where they came from. To ensure there would be food for all, the 
people were not allowed to eat their own totem. Wanangga stopped talking and 
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a silence fell on the two of us. Now, after many repetitions and more 
experience, I know the story well. That day I had only just begun my education, 
one that Yabba had recognized as necessary. It would be some time before I 
understood the complexity of the laws and, I suppose, my inability to repay the 
education that I was being given. Perhaps Yabba was wrong. Perhaps I couldn’t 
understand. 
Wanangga taught me much more than the language. He taught me to 
move and think. He gave me lessons on how to stalk. I copied his movements 
as he passed through the bush in silence, carefully placing one foot in front of 
the other, avoiding twigs and leaves and using the cover of bushes and trees to 
evade detection by our prey. He showed me where to look for every kind of 
moving creature—in the litter on the ground, in and under logs, the bark and 
branches of trees. The world is full of life if you know where to look. We 
hunted possums in the trees, climbing to where the animals slept soundly in a 
fork high above the ground. We dived in the creeks for crayfish, searching the 
dark nooks under the banks where they liked to hide. Together, we cut bark 
from a tree and built a canoe. We went fishing, hunted turtles and collected 
mussels on the creek and river banks. One day, we lay unmoving in the short 
grass by the river as a family of ducks waddled around us. I didn’t dare even 
blink, they were so close. Wanangga sprang into action and grabbed a bird in 
each hand. The remainder of the ducks scattered. 
Back at the camp we devoured our prize, freshly cooked on the fire, the 
greasy juice covering our face and hands. It was my first sample of native 
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cooking. In Sydney, meat had never been plentiful, and certainly nothing as 
good as charcoal-roasted duck. We had such fun together. I suppose in a way it 
was a young boy’s dream come true. Every day was an adventure when I was 
with my aboriginal friends. And the nights around the campfire, listening to tall 
tales and jokes. Watching the blacks miming, and they were good at it. They 
liked to imitate the magui they knew, especially the convicts in their chains, the 
strutters, the snobs, the snivellers, and the story tellers. 
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SEVEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My best convict friend was Andy who called around to the women’s factory the 
day after we arrived in Brisbane with a load of fresh vegetables, for which 
Mother was grateful. When we were later established Mother would often hand 
out packages of meat, sugar, tea or bread to the convicts, who called my mother 
“Aunty Mary.”  
I wanted to meet Andy because Wanangga knew him; they were mates. 
He took me to where Andy lived and made the introductions. He looked old to 
me, but was probably in his late twenties, nothing exceptional to look at; lank 
brown hair fell across his forehead almost hiding the blue-grey of his eyes. Of 
average height and build, he seemed to have the knack of blending into his 
surroundings so that people rarely noticed him. And that’s the way he liked it. 
We walked down to the river and sat on the bank. “I was the only son of 
a lock-keeper in the fens of Lincolnshire,” said Andy, in answer to my question. 
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“My mother left when I was still a toddler and my father did his best to raise me 
before the alcohol took over completely.”  
Andy had learnt to fend for himself, catching fish and eels on the river, 
sometimes doing odd jobs such as helping with the harvest, weeding and other 
menial tasks. When his money and meagre supplies ran out he would pilfer 
whatever he needed from his neighbours without a qualm. “At the age of 
seventeen,” Andy told me, “I was caught stealing turnips from a neighbour’s 
farm and sentenced to fourteen years in the colonies. On the night I was taken, 
the farmer was lying in wait armed with a musket.” He had suspected Andy for 
a long time and was happy to resolve the issue at last. 
From Sydney he was sent to the prison at Port Macquarie where a 
soldier had tried to feel him up and Andy had belted him one. So they sent him 
to Moreton Bay in 1830 and he’d been here ever since. He had learnt that the 
best way to survive was to become an exemplary prisoner. He told the soldiers 
he was a gardener and they had put him to work growing vegetables. Over the 
years, he had been gradually allowed more freedom and now came and went as 
he pleased. 
The convict’s hut was perched in the fork of a huge tree overlooking the 
river, the cornfields and gardens. Built from odd bits of bark and wood, it 
looked like a giant bird’s nest. The original resident of the hut had been 
released after serving his sentence and Andy was given the job of guarding the 
crops. From his lookout in the tree, Andy had a clear view across the river to 
Kangaroo Point. “That’s where the thieves will come from to steal the corn,” he 
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said, pointing across the water. “But I’m ready for them,” he boasted, waving 
an old flint pistol that he would fire to sound the alarm and bring the soldiers 
running.  
Andy had special rights as a prisoner and led a relatively easy life. For 
some reason, he liked the company of my brothers, Andrew and Walter, and 
me. Probably because we appreciated his cooking. He had made a grater from a 
piece of tin punched with holes and nailed to an old board which he used for 
making cornmeal. “It’s a secret,” he warned us. “If they catch me with the corn 
I shall be flogged. No one must know.” We boys would take turns keeping 
watch as he cooked up a meal under the bridge across the creek near our house, 
then join him for the illicit feast. Andy loved nothing better than fishing. I knew 
his favourite spots and would find him sitting quietly, his line in the water. We 
never spoke much on those occasions as we enjoyed a companionship in 
silence.  
Andy was called the “crow-minder” and didn’t wear chains like the 
others in the cornfield. I loved accompanying him as he walked through the 
corn with a wooden “clapper,” making enough racket to waken the ancestors, 
let alone scare the crows and cockatoos. On one such occasion, I spotted 
Grayson working in the fields and asked Andy if he knew him.  
Andy told me that the convicts, led by Grayson, had once killed one of 
the aborigines, skinned and stuffed him, then attached their work to a stake in 
the centre of the field, a gruesome scarecrow that ensured the crop was safe for 
some time. “I swear on me mother’s grave it’s true,” he said, smiling at my 
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disgust. “He’s a hard nut, that bugger. Used to be a stand-over man for some 
criminals in London,” Andy continued. I was getting another kind of education 
now. Grayson had done all right until someone fingered him to the police and 
he got sent down for fourteen years, the same as Andy. Grayson, I discovered, 
had been backwards and forwards between Brisbane and Sydney. He had first 
arrived here around the same time as Captain Logan who recognised the brute 
for what he was, and treated him viciously. Grayson, said Andy, hated him for 
having witnessed his humiliation before Logan. 
Perhaps making it worse, it was during Logan’s reign that Andy had 
perfected his ability to pass unperceived and thus survived unscathed. Some of 
those unfortunate enough to taste the cat wielded under Logan’s orders told me 
how they had been flogged for the slightest offence such as talking back to one 
of the supervisors, prisoners like themselves who thrived on the cruelty they 
could mete out to their fellow inmates. They, and the flogger, had to be on their 
guard of course, for many of the prisoners would have gladly slit their throat. 
“Logan was proud of his achievements in the colony, having built the 
Commissariat Store, the barracks and other buildings,” Andy told me. “He was 
due to leave for a new post in India in 1830 and decided on a last trip into the 
country.” Accompanied by a couple of soldiers and some convicts, Logan 
followed the Brisbane River upstream past Ipswich to the Stanley River. On the 
way back, the commandant became separated from the rest of the group and 
camped the night by himself. A search party later found his mutilated body in a 
shallow trench and supposed he had been killed by the blacks. “But it weren’t 
 50 
 
 
them,” Andy said, almost inaudibly. “There’s a song called ‘Moreton Bay’ that 
an Irish convict made up about Logan.” Andy sang it to me. 
 
One Sunday morning as I went walking, by Brisbane waters I chanced to 
stray; 
I heard a prisoner his fate bewailing, as on the sunny river bank he lay: 
‘I am a native of Erin’s island, and banished now from my native shore; 
They tore me from my aged parents and from the maiden whom I do 
adore. 
 
‘I’ve been a prisoner at Port Macquarie, at Norfolk Island and Emu 
Plains, 
At Castle Hill and at cursed Toongabbie, at all those settlements I’ve 
worked in chains; 
But of all places of condemnation and penal stations of New South Wales, 
To Moreton Bay I have found no equal; excessive tyranny each day 
prevails. 
 
‘For three long years I was beastly treated, and heavy irons on my legs I 
wore; 
My back with flogging is lacerated and often painted with my crimson 
gore. 
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And many a man from downright starvation lies mouldering now 
underneath the clay; 
And Captain Logan he had us mangled at the triangles of Moreton Bay. 
 
‘Like the Egyptians and Ancient Hebrews we were oppressed under 
Logan’s yoke, 
Till a native black lying there in ambush did give our tyrant his mortal 
stroke, 
My fellow prisoners, be exhilarated that all such monsters such a death 
may find! 
And when from bondage we are liberated our former sufferings shall fade 
from mind.’ 
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EIGHT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1838 
 
Father often had run-ins with the military authorities and the establishment. A 
number of these events involved timber in one way or another. Whenever he 
could, Father took the opportunity to explore the surrounding countryside on 
expeditions not always sanctioned by his employer, Major Barney in Sydney. 
Father would be reprimanded and reminded of his duties. In his mind, finding 
new sources of timber and stone were part of his duties and you couldn’t do that 
sitting in Brisbane. However, the first of these incidents involved the 
transformation of timber into furniture.  
I took a keen interest in the construction of our new house. Although 
Mother had hated where we lived, Father chose a site across the creek from the 
female factory and on the opposite side of what would later become Queen 
Street. I helped him measure and mark the outline of the building on the cleared 
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ground. Or, John and Walter helped and I got in the way. One day I was playing 
in the foundation trench, covered in mud, when a large hand grabbed me by the 
back of the trousers and hauled me out. 
 “This is not a playground, Thomas. Now get yourself home and cleaned 
up fast, boy.” Father was not amused by the state I was in nor that I was 
probably wrecking his good work. He released me and I sprinted to the factory, 
where we were still living and where Mother prepared a bath. I avoided Father 
that evening, not wanting to remind him of the incident in the trench. 
 The walls of the house grew brick by rust-red brick with the rooms 
becoming tangible spaces. I visited my future bedroom that I would be sharing 
with Isa and decided I would put my bed beneath the window. Then the roof 
went on and the slates, the same colour as the bricks, were aligned in neat rows. 
The whole house was symmetrical. When I looked at it from the street I 
imagined a face. The steps leading to the porch were the mouth, the front door 
the nose, and the windows the eyes. The roof was the hair and the chimneys 
jutting up either side of it were gnome-like ears.  
I was with Father at the lumber yard one day supervising convicts loading 
timber for the house on a dray when a soldier approached. He was as big as 
Father. 
 “You’re a bloody cheat, Petrie,” he said, his face flushed under his 
peaked cap. “You’re using government resources to build your soddin’ house, 
you are.” He clenched his fists, itching for Father to react. 
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 Father had a quick temper. “You’re a damned liar, Sergeant Lowrey,” 
he fired back, angry at being abused in front of the men. “I’ll have you up 
before the Commandant for your insolence. Now get out of my yard, I have 
work to do.” He pushed past the soldier and I had to run to catch him as he 
strode off towards the office, his limp more pronounced than usual. 
 The incident in the yard that day was not the end of the affair. Military 
officials continued to accuse Father of abusing the system by using a convict to 
build furniture for the house. Not for the first time, he sat down to write a letter 
in his own defence, this time to Major Cotton who later exonerated Father by 
confirming the arrangement he outlined in his letter, which went something like 
this: 
 
With regard to the (furniture) articles, I have to state that being 
fearful lest my son, who has attained the age of 16 might imbibe 
habits of idleness from want of some employment, I was desirous that 
he should learn the cabinet-making business. Afraid of putting him at 
the lumber yard and having his morals corrupted, I procured your 
sanction for prisoner Booth (cabinet maker) to repair to my quarters 
during his own time (at noon and when the business of the day was 
over). 
 
He signed it with a flourish, carefully folded the page and sealed it in an 
envelope which he gave to me. “Take this to Major Cotton, and only he, none 
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of his underlings.” I ran out the door and down the street, cutting along the lane 
past the barns and the noisy smelly pigs, down between the gardens until I 
turned into the Commandant’s street in the cool shade of the giant fig. I duly 
delivered the letter and Cotton wrote to Sydney to put an end to the matter. 
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NINE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1841 
 
I was too young to accompany Father on his early forays into the bush, but I 
was eventually able to persuade him that it would be beneficial to my education 
if I were to go with him on an upcoming exploration. My father was a tough, 
determined man who brooked no opposition to his plans. In his early dealings 
with the aboriginal people he made no effort to understand their customs and 
laws, dismissing them out of hand. He did not recognise Aboriginal cultural 
beliefs and always maintained that the tragedies that later befell the family did 
not happen because he climbed a mountain or cut a tree. Rather, it was the will 
of God. All the rest was nonsense. My first extended journey with him was to 
Maroochy and Mt Beerwah. 
Father watched with a critical eye as the convicts loaded the provisions 
and equipment into the boat. His survey instruments were precious—God help 
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anyone careless enough to damage them. My brother John leant a hand. The 
rest of the expedition consisted of two convicts and two aboriginals called 
Tunbur and Dundawaian. And me. Father put his hands on his hips and 
breathed in the muddy river, the vegetation across the water, the dead fish on 
the bank. I could see he was excited to be setting out on this expedition, 
impatient to get out into the untamed bush and away from the pressures of his 
work and the niggly arguments with some of the soldiers and government 
officials. I was just as excited as Father and couldn’t wait to start on this great 
adventure. 
 Wanangga waved from the wharf as the boat was taken by the 
current and swept away downstream. Father had told me there was no room 
for my friend. Besides, this trip was part of my education and Father didn’t 
want me distracted by Wanangga. I could see him now, his head down, 
kicking his feet in the dust as he walked up towards the lumber yard. Then 
we rounded a bend and he was out of sight.  
 The expedition’s first stop was Fisherman’s Island at the mouth of 
the river. The blacks there greeted Father and invited him and his 
companions to share their meal of freshly-caught fish. The following 
morning at sunrise, we pushed our little boat into the bay and hoisted sail 
towards Bribie Island to the north. We sailed along the eastern side of the 
island, which was covered in seemingly impenetrable bush behind the wide 
sandy beach that stretched from one end of the land mass to the other. That 
evening, we landed at its northern extremity, which Father named 
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Hutchinson Point after his mother’s family name. It may well be called 
something else these days. As we looked for a place to camp, we were 
surrounded by twenty or thirty armed natives. Father fired a couple of shots 
in their direction and they kept their distance. 
The next day, the men secured the boat in a sheltered bay on the 
mainland across from our camp site. The convicts were given muskets and 
were left to guard the boat and the provisions. With the aboriginal guides in 
front, we made our way through melaleuca wetlands and swamps to 
eventually emerge on dry, thickly-timbered, poor-looking land. It was hard 
going, but I knew better than to complain. Instead, I took great pleasure in 
squashing as many mosquitoes as I could. To the southwest, a number of 
peaks lifted their rocky heads above the forest. 
 It wasn’t so much the Maroochy River that interested Father. From 
its mouth we would strike west to the Blackall Range, collecting plants on 
the way. Father had to promise tobacco and flour to a Bribie Island black and 
threaten him with his rifle before he would guide us into the interior; he was 
afraid of the Gubbi-Gubbi who did not always welcome strangers. We saw a 
number of aboriginals along the way and a group began to follow us. We 
went along a creek that flowed into the Maroochy five miles from its mouth 
and followed the meandering waterway across the floodplain for two days to 
where it eventually narrowed to just a yard across as we neared the 
escarpment that was its source. Until now, the thick scrub that hedged the 
creek had been the only view. Suddenly, Father stopped in his tracks. 
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 Scattered throughout the forest were tall pine trees of an unknown 
species. A new timber source, and by the look of it, these handsome trees 
would be perfect for masts. “Look at the size of that one. It must be at least 
one hundred and fifty feet high, and gun-barrel straight.” My brother John 
couldn’t believe his eyes. We measured its base, which was twelve feet 
around. 
 Dark green needles covered the branches, the whole forming a cupola 
seemingly sculpted by a master gardener. In the high branches, Father’s keen 
eyes spotted the fruit, bigger than a man’s head. Willy, our guide, explained 
that the fruit contained large nuts that were very tasty when roasted. The tree 
was called “bon-yi.” 
 “I need a sample to take back with me. You will have to climb up 
and get it,” Father told Willy. 
 Willy looked scared and backed away. “No way, boss. Can’t do that. 
It’s forbidden.” He went on to explain that each tree belonged to one of the 
men from the local tribe and was passed down from father to son. The 
owners were the only ones who could touch the trees. 
 Father was astounded by this news. He didn’t have time to search for 
the owner of the tree, he could be anywhere in this wilderness. However, he 
wasn’t going back without the fruit. After much discussion and renewed 
promises of even more bounty on the successful completion of the 
expedition, and finally the threat of the rifle, Willy reluctantly climbed the 
tree. From his perch on the lower branches he looked around fearfully as 
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though expecting the owner of the tree to appear before him at any moment. 
Better to get it done fast and to get away from here as soon as possible. He 
scurried up the branches, pulled on a fruit until it came free and let it drop to 
the ground, warning the others with a shout. The heavy cone thudded to the 
ground at Father’s feet. He bent down and picked it up, eager to study this 
wonderful seed. He made a sketch of the tree and gathered more specimens, 
Willy complaining the whole time. We had to leave before any of the locals 
turned up or we’d be in trouble, he fretted. 
 Willy had good reason to be afraid. On our way back we were again 
surrounded by a big mob of blacks. Father shot a bullet into a tree to show 
what his rifle could do and the aboriginals kept their distance. I didn’t agree 
with the way Father rode roughshod over these people. He did change over 
time. When I was a young man he had softened a great deal and had come to 
respect elders such as Yabba and Dalaipi. For the moment, he was 
unconcerned about what the aboriginals thought. He was pleased with 
himself and was keen to share his discovery with his friend, Captain Cotton.  
*** 
On the way back from the Maroochy River, Father drew a bearing on his 
destination, Mt Beerwah which, at just over 1,800 feet, is the highest and 
westernmost of the Glasshouse Mountains. Father had been curious about 
these oddly shaped peaks since we set eyes on them when we first sailed into 
Moreton Bay. They are extinct volcanoes that have eroded to leave their hard 
cores jutting above the surrounding countryside. Father thought the 
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mountain would be an excellent site to set up his instruments for the 
trigonometrical survey of the area. It was also a chance to look for timber, 
the main purpose of the expedition. 
 We camped overnight at the foot of the mountain. According to 
aboriginal legend, Mt Beerwah was the mother and Mt Tibrogargan the 
father of the other peaks nearby. Father explained that we would climb to the 
summit at first light to arrive in time for the sunrise. When he told the others 
of his intentions the two guides, Tunbur and Dundawaian, were appalled. 
The mountain was sacred and anyone who set foot on it without permission 
would be severely punished, if not killed, for the transgression. There was no 
way they would accompany the whites. Father laughed at their misgivings. 
“Nothing is going to harm us, don’t you worry. That’s all a load of 
nonsense.” In the end, Father, John and I went together, leaving the others to 
await our return. 
 It was a tough climb in the semi-darkness of the pre-dawn. We had to 
inch our way up the steep slope at times, feeling almost blindly for hand and 
foot holds on the rocky surface. Father carried his compass, barometer, 
chronometer, note and sketch pads, crayons and a bottle of water in the pack 
on his back. John was lumbered with the heavy theodolite. I carried a bottle 
of water strapped to my belt. Halfway up, we stopped for a rest and a drink. 
 The first rays of the sun met the horizon when we finally reached the 
summit. Puffing heavily, Father and John unstrapped their loads and flopped 
down on the rock to take in the sight being unveiled in the morning light. To 
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the southeast, Moreton Island seemed to rise out of the sea, a shadowy, giant 
water creature that metamorphosed before our eyes. To the north of Bribie 
Island, wide, yellow beaches stretched miles into the distance. To the west 
lay a long, low range running parallel to the coast. 
 Father set up the theodolite and began taking bearings on the other 
mountains around him. When he was satisfied he had enough data, he 
packed his instruments and took out his sketchbook to make a drawing of his 
view while John and I dozed in the sun. He finished the sketch, tore a piece 
of paper from the pad and wrote our names and the date on it. Father picked 
up the empty water bottle, dropped the note inside and firmly pushed the 
cork back in. He placed the bottle under a rock and stood up. Anyone who 
came along later would find it and know the Petries had been there before 
them. It was time to go back down as the others would be wondering where 
we were. 
 The bright sunlight made the descent a lot easier task than going up 
had been earlier that day. When we arrived back at camp, Tunbur and 
Dundawaian avoided looking at the three whites who had dared commit a 
sacrilege. We had been warned; we knew the risk. Our party returned weary 
to the coast where we rested before setting sail for Brisbane and home. 
*** 
“The Caboolture River, around about here.” Father put his finger on the 
rudimentary map of the area north of Brisbane. “The blacks tell me there are 
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some big bon-yi trees along the river,” he told John. I squeezed between the 
two of them to look at the map. 
“By boat or overland?” my brother inquired. 
“I don’t know how far up the river we can get with a boat. I think 
we’ll go overland. We’ll need a bullock to carry the specimen back.” 
The two convicts picked by Father to accompany us assembled the 
supplies and tools needed for the journey while John went in search of our 
guides, Tunbur and Dundawaian. On the first day, we arrived at the North 
Pine crossing in the late afternoon and made camp for the night, not far from 
where I would build Murrumba more than twenty years later. The Turrbal 
knew all the pathways that threaded the region; without them it would have 
been a difficult job cutting through the bush. 
The next day we came in sight of the Caboolture River. A fine 
specimen of bon-yi could be seen on the far bank, but the water was too deep 
to cross with the bullock. We camped on the river bank and rested overnight 
before making our way upstream until we were able to cross without 
difficulty. When we found the selected tree, Father marked the area he 
wanted to cut. On seeing Father’s intentions, Tunbur tried to stop him. 
“We brought you here to see the tree, not for you to cut it. If you 
wound the tree you will kill it.” 
Father had to reassure our guide that taking a slice of timber would 
not kill the tree. Once again he had to appease the guides with offers of 
tobacco. 
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The following day we loaded the block of wood onto the bullock and 
started the trek home. When we arrived in Brisbane, Father took the timber 
to the lumber yard and ordered the convicts to cut the block into several 
pieces and to polish one of them to show the grain. Father was proud of his 
piece of bon-yi and named the species Araucaria petriana. Unfortunately for 
him, a Mr Bidwill from the Botanical Society of London later took some 
specimens to London where the new species was named Araucaria bidwilli 
in his honour. I suppose Father was a bit disappointed at the time, but he was 
never over-interested in public acclaim as long as his reputation didn’t 
suffer. In the end he dismissed the whole affair as a thing of minor 
importance.  
I always thought he should have taken it further. I found it hard to 
swallow that some Englishman who had probably never even been near a 
bon-yi tree should get the honour in his place. Bidwilli had not taken the 
risks or done the work my father had. At the same time, my black friends 
told me that Father had not respected their laws and that retribution could 
manifest in many ways, something they would repeat some years later. But 
Father didn’t believe in any of that. Like the majority of whites, he saw the 
aboriginals as inferior and saw no wrong in taking their land and resources 
without asking.  
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TEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Father was not the only one with enemies in the settlement. However, I could 
never have foreseen the impact one of my playmates would have on my life. 
 
Isa and I left the house and headed towards the river. I had grown taller and had 
filled out since coming to Brisbane. We arrived at what was later called Petrie’s 
Bight, an inlet on the river not far from our house where Wanangga was waiting 
for us. We greeted one another in the local dialect, stripped off and raced into 
the water. Isa sat on the bank watching us as we splashed and laughed together. 
I saw her look around, startled, as another boy appeared beside her. It was 
Wamgul. 
 “Silly white girl. What are you doing here? This is not your place,” he 
said. Isabella looked at him defiantly as he walked past, but she said nothing 
and continued to scratch in the dirt. 
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 Wanangga and I watched as Wamgul walked down to the water’s edge 
and dived in. When he surfaced, he was greeted by a barrage of mud from the 
two of us. Wamgul ducked and weaved, and returned fire. “You are weak, 
magui. You throw like an old jundal,” he yelled. 
 “Yes, but you are an old woman, Wamgul,” I laughed. 
 Wamgul’s face showed anger as he threw a big clod of mud at me. I saw 
it coming and dived under the water. I emerged a few yards from where I had 
been and let fly with a handful of slimy mud that hit Wamgul on the end of his 
nose. He cried out in pain and sank under the water to clean his face. When he 
surfaced, eyes stinging, he slowly swam towards the shore.  
He was waiting for me when I came out of the water. He was older and 
bigger than me. I had no chance. He shoved me hard in the chest and I went 
over backwards. “Who is the old woman now?” He stood above me, his foot 
pressing hard on my stomach. I was trying to squirm free when Wanangga 
came out of the water and flung himself at Wamgul, knocking him off balance. 
I rolled away from Wamgul’s foot, jumped to my feet and ran, with Wanangga 
by my side. Isa had already started down the track and was well ahead of us.  
 When I got home, I found my brother Walter cutting wood in the back 
yard. “I want you to teach me to fight,” I said. Walter was four and a half years 
older than me. He stood out from the rest of the Petrie children because he was 
fair and blue-eyed, more like my father’s side of the family. He was handsome. 
And he was exceptionally strong. I once saw him pick up a two hundred pound 
bag of flour under each arm and carry them across a plank to the punt. 
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 Walter smiled and asked me why. I explained what had happened down 
at the river. “All right,” he said. “Let me finish this pile of wood and I’ll give 
you your first lesson.” 
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ELEVEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I stepped out of the house into the blinding sun that promised a hot day ahead. 
The air was full with the scent of vegetation in the moist thickness that bathed 
the land. I followed my father as we turned down the track to town. We walked 
over the creek via the wooden bridge and I stopped to look at the now disused 
women’s factory where we had lived when we first arrived in the colony. I was 
glad we didn’t live there any more. I ran to catch Father who was walking 
briskly down the main road past the convict barracks to the lumber yard.  
The sentry at the gate touched his cap. “Mornin’, Mr Petrie. Gonna be 
another hot one, aint it?”  
“Aye, Sam,” Father nodded and went into the yard. It was a bustling 
place, the hub of all work in the colony. A number of buildings lined the 
interior of the high wall that delimited the yard. There were workshops for a 
multitude of jobs, from milling the timber that was stacked in huge piles against 
the wall, to making nails and bolts, tanning, clothes-making, and barber shop. 
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The prisoners who worked there were not hobbled as those on the chain gangs 
were. I had to be careful, because Grayson had recently joined this group on 
good behaviour. He must have wanted to improve his conditions, but I seemed 
to stand in the way of that.  
Father and I made our way to Peg-leg’s office where he kept detailed 
records of all that transpired at the yard. I had to wait for my father to go off on 
his tour to supervise the works going on in the town before I could safely roam 
around the yard. Father was not happy with my educational progress and would 
often remonstrate with both me and Peg-leg, but to little avail. 
 Today, I had a package to deliver to my friend Andy, who would be 
working in the cornfield down by the river. I left Peg-leg with a promise to 
revise what I had just learnt. He knew I wouldn’t but he reminded me just the 
same. It was part of our little ritual. Wanangga was waiting for me at the gate. I 
was almost there when a large figure stepped in front of me, his hands on his 
hips. 
“I saw you through the workshop door,” said Grayson with a grin. “I 
have not forgotten the incident on the wharf, my little friend, and especially not 
the broken rib from the rifle butt that took such a long time to heal.”  
Until now, I had managed to avoid him. I turned to run, but Grayson’s 
hand grabbed my arm. Wanangga saw what was happening and ran to alert the 
sentry who was lounging in his box.  
“I’ve got you now, me little beauty,” Grayson said in triumph, twisting 
my arm. 
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 “Let go of me, you scum.” 
 “You think you’re a bit smart, don’t ye?” 
 I wriggled franticly. “Stupid convict,” I cried. Trying to get free I 
scratched Grayson’s hand, drawing blood. 
 “Little bastard.” Grayson flinched and whacked me on the head, sending 
me flying. 
 I thought he was going to kick me as I lay sprawled on the ground, 
when a blow from behind knocked him to his knees. Wanangga had arrived 
with the guard and the Commandant. “Put this filthy creature in chains. We’ll 
see how brave he is later. Take him out of my sight,” ordered Major Cotton. 
Sergeant Tindle looked at Grayson and smiled. “First you will be 
flogged. Then you are going to solitary. And when again you see the light of 
day, I will personally chain your feet and tie your hands to the hoe, and you will 
chip away until you drop with my whip upon your back. This is going to be a 
pleasure, a great pleasure.” 
 Grayson knew the sergeant wasn’t joking and must have wondered if he 
would survive what was to come. He turned his head and saw the cause of his 
pending ordeal, standing there scowling at him. “You will pay for this my boy, 
I promise you.”  
 The soldiers dragged the convict off towards the barracks. I rubbed my 
arm which was red from where Grayson had held me. “It seems you have 
suffered no great harm, Master Thomas,” said Cotton. “That man is a dangerous 
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criminal and you would do well to stay away from him. I dare say your father 
will not be pleased when he hears of this. You had better get on home.” 
 Andy won’t be getting his tobacco today, I thought, as I slowly made 
my way home. I arrived at the house and went in to tell my mother what had 
happened. Later that evening, Father stood in his study slapping a strap against 
his leg. I was before him, head bowed. “I thought I told you to keep away from 
the convicts, Thomas.” 
 “But sir, I. . .” 
 “And why weren’t you doing your lessons, boy? Damn Kelly, he’ll be 
hearing from me tomorrow, letting you wander about on your own in the 
middle of that rabble. Enough. You have disobeyed me and must be punished. 
Turn around and bend over.” 
 I did as I was told, clenching my teeth. The strap fell on my backside. I 
tried to distance myself from the pain, but failed. I remembered Grayson’s face 
glaring at me in the street and then the image fled as the leather struck and I 
cried out. I don’t know whether my father saw the connection between this 
beating and the one Grayson imagined for me.  
 The following day, I snuck out of the house in the dawn and kept out of 
sight as Grayson was marched out into the square in front of the barracks to the 
sound of a drum. A wooden stock, shaped like an upside down triangle with its 
point buried in the earth, stood waiting. Sergeant Tindle pulled Grayson’s shirt 
from his back, exposing his pale skin to the cool morning air. Tindle grabbed 
Grayson’s right hand, tied it to the wooden stock and then did the same with the 
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other hand. The convict stood with his arms stretched wide. He stared straight 
ahead, a piece of wood gripped in his teeth. He knew what to expect; the 
remembered pain of past floggings made him sweat as he prepared himself.  
To the persistent beat of the drum, soldiers marched the rest of the 
convicts onto the square to witness the punishment. Dr Robertson stood to one 
side with the chaplain. An officer stepped forward. In a loud voice, he 
proclaimed: “Convict Grayson, you are guilty of assault on the person of a 
civilian, and what’s more, a child. The punishment is two hundred lashes.”  
The officer turned to the man standing beside him. “You may proceed, 
and put your back into it man, or it will be your turn.” 
Convict Gilligan was a repulsive brute with huge shoulders and a barrel 
chest covered in thick hair in sharp contrast to his head which was bald. He 
held the cat-o-nine-tails—about two and a half feet long with lead weights on 
each leather thong designed to inflict parallel wounds and a maximum of 
pain—under one arm while he spat in his hands and rubbed them together, 
anticipating the pleasure. Gilligan measured the weight of the whip in his hand 
and moved to stand behind Grayson. He settled into a comfortable stance, 
flexed his muscles and sent the lashes streaking across the tied man’s back.  
The chief constable counted the strokes, his steady voice piercing the 
muffled cries of Grayson. “One. . . Two. . . Three. . .” At his side, a soldier 
wrote the numbers in a book. 
The flogging continued relentlessly. The old scars that criss-crossed 
Grayson’s back were quickly obliterated by the fresh assault. The piece of 
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wood fell from his mouth when he felt the need to open his lungs and scream. 
He wept and moaned, his back a burning agony. When finally it stopped, 
Grayson hung exhausted on the stock, his back a bloody mess. I had seen 
floggings before and had felt the pain of the man on the triangle. This one had 
wanted to hurt me and I had a light bruise on my arm and red marks across my 
buttocks as a result of our encounter. I was the cause for such punishment, 
delved out to a criminal.  
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TWELVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We spent a lot of time on the river in those days, swimming, fishing and racing 
boats. I was too young to take part in the early races, but John and Walter did. 
The boats used in the individual and two-man races were heavy and difficult to 
manoeuvre, so the deciding factor was sheer strength, which neither of my 
brothers lacked. John and Walter often raced together in the Lucy Long and 
won many a time. The blacks used to race each other in the whaleboats, with 
the men from Amity Point on Stradbroke relying on their experience in the pilot 
boats to ensure a win. 
Most of the time, we didn’t bother with a boat if we wanted to cross the 
river, as it was just as easy to swim. One day, some of my black mates and I 
had been fishing at Kangaroo Point and the afternoon was getting on as we 
made to swim back across the river. It was stinking hot and the plunge into the 
cool water was a blessing. Everyone was yahooing and splashing each other as 
we neared the far bank. My legs brushed against something in the murky river 
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and I felt a stinging pain that made me leap out of the water, my hands brushing 
off whatever was on my legs. My body spasmed as the poison entered my 
veins. I swallowed a bucket of river water. Though not far from shore, the water 
was still well over my head. When my feet touched the bottom, I let my knees 
bend, then pushed with all my force towards the light above. I managed a gasp 
before the current took me under once again. I sank towards the bottom, for 
what was surely the last time. I was on the verge of passing out when strong 
hands grasped me under the arms and towed me to the surface. I clung to 
Wanangga’s back and vomited river water all over him as we headed for the 
shore. 
 Hands dragged me onto the bank and laid me out on the grass. I was 
shaking. The pain in my legs was almost unbearable; I scrunched my eyes to 
stop the tears but they escaped all the same. Wanangga rubbed my legs with 
ashes and tore the string-like tentacles from my flesh. I calmed myself with the 
thought that this was added punishment for what had been inflicted on Grayson.  
With Wanangga’s help, I managed to stand. The others had been silent 
with worry for their white friend but now they cheered and hooted as the troop, 
with me supported by my mates, trudged through the bush to the Petrie house. 
Alerted by the noise, mother came out on the porch to see me hobbling along, 
clutching Wanangga to stay on my feet. She gathered the folds of her dress and 
rushed to me. 
 “What’s wrong Tom, what happened? 
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 “Jelly fish, missus, big jelly fish get Tommy in the river,’ Wanangga 
replied in my place, as I hardly knew what was going on.  
 Mother later told me she had heard stories of people who had been stung 
by these vile creatures—and some of them had died. “Get him inside quickly, 
and one of you go fetch the doctor. Go on, hurry.” Mother took control and 
pressed them into action. 
 They bustled me through the house to my room. “Take those wet shorts 
off, Thomas, and into bed with you,” Mother ordered. 
 I baulked. Running naked through the scrub with my friends was one 
thing but, even in my diminished state, the very idea of standing naked before 
my mother froze my blood. Mother sensed my discomfort and ushered 
everyone out of the room. I quickly stripped and put on a dry pair of shorts 
before lowering myself gingerly to the bed. 
Mother brought a bowl of warm water from the kitchen and hurried to 
my side. She wet a cloth and cleaned around the wounds. She clenched her 
teeth at the sight of the welts that criss-crossed my skin in a network of red 
lines. 
 Doctor Simpson arrived, out of breath from the run down the street. 
“Now what have you been up to this time, Master Thomas, hmm?” he 
interrogated the patient, knowing full well I had been stung by a jelly fish. I 
could imagine the messenger had repeatedly informed the doctor on the way 
here. 
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 He turned from his examination of my welted legs and spoke to Mother. 
“Do you have any limes, Mrs Petrie? In my experience, their juice is the best 
treatment for this sort of thing.”  
 Mother thanked the Lord for her foresight in planting lime trees in her 
orchard. She went to the pantry, found the bag she was looking for and hurried 
back with her prize. Simpson took a sharp knife from his satchel and sliced the 
lime in two. He turned to me, his brow creased in concentration. “Now this will 
hurt, young Thomas, so brace yourself,” he said, and squeezed the juice of the 
half lime over the wounds. My body jerked at the assault of what felt like acid 
eating into my skin. I clamped my mouth tight. 
 Simpson worked methodically, slicing and squeezing until he was 
satisfied he had covered every last bit of swollen flesh. He gently pulled the 
sheet over my legs and told me the best thing for it was rest and that I was to 
stay in bed until he, the doctor, decided I was fit. “Is that understood?” he 
concluded. I nodded and closed my eyes.  
*** 
Our garden, which was Mother’s pride and joy, stretched from the back wall of 
our quarters down to the river. Besides the limes, we had many fruit trees 
including mulberries, figs and pears, as well as a wide variety of vegetables. 
Old Ned, the gardener, was an ex-convict, a cantankerous bugger who would 
swear profusely when he caught me stealing fruit. But I wasn’t the only one 
who stole. The aborigines from across the river often came on raids, and Father 
cut a hole in the back wall so we could keep a better watch on the garden.  Old 
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Ned kept a horse pistol to shoot the blacks when they came to steal potatoes, 
but I have no memory of him ever hitting anyone with it. One day when Ned 
was on the far side of the garden, I snuck into the hut and found the gun. It was 
heavy and I had to hold it with both hands. I went outside and took aim at some 
birds in a tree. Not wanting to miss, I aimed carefully, the gun up against my 
cheek. I pulled the trigger, and was knocked off my feet by the force of the 
discharge. My ears were ringing. I put a hand to my face and felt the blood 
from a gash.  
Old Ned came running up cursing and shouting. “Serves you bloody 
right. You’re going to die now.” He pulled me to my feet and half carried, half 
dragged me to the house. Mother put raw beef on my wounds to lessen the 
swelling, but I still had a black eye the next day. I kept well out of Father's way 
for a few days until he had had time to calm down. If I hadn't been wounded, 
and without the intervention of my mother, I'm sure I would have been flogged. 
 The garden in a way played a part in one flogging I was unable to avoid. 
Tobacco grows like a weed wherever the land is cultivated. I don't know how it 
came to be here; someone must have brought in some seeds or plants. I learned 
how to make tobacco suitable for smoking from old Ned. I watched him as he 
set the plant to dry, insisting that it had to be done well. Then he cut the stalks 
from the leaves and boiled them in water and sugar until he judged them ready. 
Once the mixture had cooled he would add the leaves to soak for a while. The 
next step was to fold the leaves into a square, flat cake which he would wrap 
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with a wet cloth. Then he took the cake and placed it between two heavy, flat 
stones. 
 I was still a young boy when I started smoking with the convicts. I was 
often commissioned to deliver packages from old Ned, thereby gaining his 
favour and instruction in the art of tobacco-making. Out in the fields, when the 
guards went off for lunch, the convicts would get out their clay pipes and light 
up. It was only natural that one day I would ask Andy for a puff. Over the 
years, my father would punish me many times for smoking, but to no avail. One 
incident is prominent in my memory. 
That particular day, I was talking to the butcher in the slaughterhouse in 
our back yard and enjoying my pipe when Father appeared at the door. I tried to 
hide the pipe but was too late, the haze of smoke around me a dead giveaway. 
Father took off his belt and told me to bend over. On hearing my screams the 
butcher's wife rushed in, assuring Father of my good nature. He relented and I 
was allowed to go. I left the yard, went out into the trees and lit my pipe. I 
needed to think this through. I had had enough. It was humiliating enough when 
I was belted in the privacy of the house. To have it happen in public was 
unacceptable. I decided I would go and live with my friends at York’s Hollow. 
 Wanangga was sympathetic as I related my ordeal and we set about 
gathering bark and branches to make me a shelter. That night we feasted on fish 
and crab around the fire. I was tired and went to bed early. I was almost asleep 
when a hand grabbed my leg and pulled me out of the hut. It was my brother, 
John. Seeing my father heading towards us, I broke away from John and ran. 
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When I got home I went straight to my room and closed the door. Later, I heard 
my father ask if I had come home. Mother said yes, all was well. I lay in bed 
wondering if Father would come up, but he didn't. Once again, in the following 
days I kept out of Father’s sight. 
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THIRTEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grayson’s punishment for assaulting me did not end with the cat. He spent a 
week lying on his stomach in the hospital before being shut in solitary for a 
further ten days. I was on my way to the lumber yard and watched as the guards 
marched Grayson out from the cells. Irons clamped his legs just above the 
ankles, cutting his flesh. All of the convicts attach a length of twine to a ring in 
the centre of the two foot chain between their legs and tie the cord to their belt. 
Otherwise, it was nearly impossible to walk with the heavy metal dragging on 
the ground. The eighteen pound hobbles on Grayson’s legs would slow any 
man down. He passed through the prison door and joined a line of fifteen other 
sullen, dispirited felons in front of the barracks.  
Sergeant Tindle gave the order to march and the redcoats pushed and 
harried the men into motion. I could see Grayson was focused on the task of 
walking, and I imagined it would help him ignore what must have been an 
almost consuming desire to drop the chain and scratch his back in an effort to 
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erase the itch and pain. The line of grey hobbled men shuffled up the hill to its 
Golgotha, “the place of the skulls,” like a caterpillar escorted by ladybirds. 
The windmill loomed stark against the brightness of the sky. It sits on a 
ridge overlooking the town. To me it looked like a four-armed Cyclops paying 
homage to the gods of the wind. Or a giant cross, as though we were being 
judged by the Almighty Himself. The mill was another of Logan’s 
achievements, built in 1828 to grind corn into flour and meal for bread and 
hominy, a mainstay of the convict diet. It was also supposed to replace the need 
to ship supplies from Sydney, an irregular source at the best of times. The 
conical tower was a solid structure made from brick and stone; a horizontal 
shaft jutted from the rotating cap on the top, supporting the sails. 
On this particular day, Father wanted to check the sail mechanism and 
carry out minor repairs. His first job when we arrived in the colony had been to 
repair this machinery which had never worked properly since its installation. 
He had found the problem and quickly fixed it, much to the relief of the 
convicts who no longer had to spend hours every day on the treadmill. 
And they had good reason to hate the “wheel of death,” as they called it. 
The treadmill was a long cylindrical wheel attached to a shaft to drive the 
grinders, huge blocks of stone that weighed tons. It was a bit like a waterwheel 
and was usually powered by twenty-five convicts at a time. When used for 
punishment, as was the case now, only sixteen men were required to do the 
work of twenty-five. With the convicts on the treadmill, Father had all day for 
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his repairs. I went along to watch and learn. I was meant to absorb the workings 
of the windmill but I learnt more that day about cruelty. 
We arrived at the summit in the early morning. The area around the mill 
had been stripped of trees to allow the wind unimpeded access to the huge sails. 
We stopped and looked back over the tidy little settlement to the river shining 
silver on its path to the sea, meandering aimlessly it seemed, bordered by small 
wooded hills and undulating country. All seemed peaceful in the colony where 
routine and discipline were paramount. The noises of everyday life in the 
outpost carried easily to the ridge and were reassuring in a way. It was only 
when I lifted my eyes to the horizon and turned full circle that I realised just 
how puny and fragile we were when confronted with a vast land that for the 
most part had never seen a white man. We moved on to the mill and discovered 
the convicts already hard at work. In the shade of a shed beside the tower, the 
men held on with both hands to a rail in front of them at chest height. Their 
heavy chains jangled and clinked as their legs pumped to the rhythm of the 
turning wheel, as though they were on an endless staircase to nowhere. The air 
was stale and hot beneath the shed’s tin roof. Rivulets of sweat rolled down the 
convicts’ bare backs to soak their trousers. At a given signal by the guards, the 
man at the end of the wheel would jump down for a short rest while the rest of 
the line shuffled sideways one place along the nine inch wide tread.  
We skirted around the convicts to a large wooden door which Father 
opened and we entered the monster’s belly. The wooden shafts and cogs 
creaked and groaned, turning the grinding wheel which rumbled and hummed 
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as it crushed the grain. The light from three small windows and a number of 
smaller apertures high in the cone formed a shifting mosaic in the fine particles 
of ground corn that filled the air, obliging miller Frawley to tie a cloth around 
his face to shield his mouth and nose. The creamy dust had settled in the 
wrinkles around his eyes, the cap on his head a mountain of dirty snow. Father 
nodded to Frawley and started explaining how the machinery worked, having 
almost to yell above the continual din. We climbed a hexagonal staircase which 
wound its way around a thick central pole to the top where Father inspected the 
various cogs, wheels and shafts, muttering to himself. I was soon tired of the 
noise and dust and asked to be excused. To my relief, Father allowed me to 
leave on condition I went to the lumber yard for a lesson with Peg-leg. I was 
glad to get out into the fresh air and light and ran off down the slope without a 
backward glance. Although Father finished his work on the machinery in mid-
afternoon, the convicts would continue to tread the mill until dark. 
I went back up the hill with Wanangga in the early evening in time to 
see the treadmill come to rest. Most of the convicts were barely able to stand on 
shaking legs as they gratefully stepped off the hellish machine. Some of the 
convicts crumpled to the ground, utterly exhausted, gasping for air. Grayson 
was among them. 
*** 
Andy once told me that in Logan’s time, many an unfortunate died from heat 
exhaustion on the treadmill. “Others were injured when their weary limbs could 
not lift the chains in time with the wheel,” he said. “Broken legs were common, 
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in some cases done on purpose to escape the machine. Some paid the ultimate 
price, the death that haunted your every step.”  
Andy had been obliged to take his place on the wheel in his early days 
at the prison, and couldn’t suppress a shudder at the memories. He calmed 
himself and went on to say that he always carried a pencil with him on the 
wheel. He had worked on several drawings on the panelled wall he faced all 
day. In the morning when he was fresh, he could hold the rail with his left hand 
and draw with his right. As the day wore on he would need both hands and all 
his concentration to avoid an accident. Over time, he had sketched a boat being 
tossed about in a raging sea, a black hunting a kangaroo, spear poised to throw, 
and the house he had lived in as a boy. He was inordinately proud of his art and 
insisted I should see it. 
I never did see his pictures. It was about a year later that I went with my 
father to the windmill for the hanging of two aboriginals who had been found 
guilty of the murder of Staplyton and Tuck, members of a surveying party, near 
Mt Lindesay. They were dispatched with little ceremony, strung up on a beam 
projecting from a window in the tower, the great sails silent witnesses. 
The bodies were then placed in coffins near the treadmill. I was standing 
in the crowd near the mill trying to make out Andy’s drawings on the wall 
when Grayson grabbed me from behind, a hand on my throat, and showed me 
the dead black’s face in the coffin. “This is what I’ll do to you, boy.” After his 
vile threat, the convict released me. I looked in horror at the swollen tongue and 
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dead staring eyes of the corpse. Grayson had disappeared in the crush of bodies. 
I fled from that terrible place.  
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1842 
 
I was glad when the prison finally closed down and Brisbane was opened to 
settlement. I remember the relief I felt on hearing that Grayson had left 
Brisbane. For the first time in years I could walk about the town without 
keeping a wary eye out for my foe. When Grayson was released he set out to 
find a job. People in the town baulked at hiring this man who was known for his 
temper and violence. Someone told him a Mr McKenzie, who had a property at 
Kilcoy, was looking for shepherds. Grayson found the squatter at the horse 
stables and offered his services. Men willing to go into the bush were hard to 
find, so McKenzie hired the ex-convict without hesitation.  
Through talking with McKenzie and others, I was able to piece together 
Grayson’s life at Kilcoy. He left Brisbane accompanying the Scotsman’s dray 
and a number of other workers. After trekking through the bush on a barely 
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visible track, they arrived in Kilcoy. I doubt Grayson would have liked the look 
of the shack that was to be his home. 
 “Over the following weeks, Grayson roamed the section of the property 
he was charged with,” McKenzie told me. “His main job was to watch for 
blacks, otherwise the sheep took care of themselves.” Grayson camped by a 
billabong near the boundary, and was probably never in any hurry to return to 
the dismal hut. It was a pretty good job after all. He didn’t have anyone 
breathing down his neck every minute of the day, telling him what to do, to 
work faster, and there was no whip there. He was free and I expect determined 
to stay that way.  
During his watch, Grayson witnessed three aboriginals stealing a sheep. 
He shot at the men, but they disappeared unharmed, leaving the carcass of the 
sheep. McKenzie’s anger at the losses in stock boiled over when he learnt that 
two of his shepherds and a prize bull had been killed by the blacks. “The 
stockmen could be replaced, that was not a problem, but the bull was another 
matter,” McKenzie explained. “I paid a sizeable sum of money to acquire it so I 
gathered the men together to discuss the problem. I told them that if they 
wanted to keep their jobs, then they had to stop the blacks from stealing my 
sheep,” he said. However much they shot at them, they kept coming back. And 
the property was huge, stretching miles in every direction.  
 After the meeting, Grayson and his nearest neighbour Harry Cummings 
rode together for a while before going to their separate huts. Harry, like his 
companion, was an ex-convict, a sly man with a mean streak. Apparently 
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Grayson detested him, but he wanted to keep his job, and if this man had some 
way of chasing off the natives, then maybe he wasn’t so useless after all. 
The solution they came up with was called “death pudding.” Harry 
procured the poison through sources he was unwilling to divulge to Grayson. 
The blacks came to the homestead once a week for their flour, so Grayson and 
Cummings would have to go to there and be ready for them. They offered to 
help distribute the flour and dosed it with strychnine when they fetched it from 
the storage room.  
 The following day all went as planned. The tribe collected their supplies 
and returned to their camp. Four days had passed when Harry informed his 
confidant that dozens of the heathens had died. It had worked much better than 
he had expected. Grayson later told McKenzie that he had believed only a few 
of the blacks would be killed; he hadn’t envisaged a massacre. At first he was a 
bit uneasy knowing he had killed so many. But he soon dismissed his 
misgivings. What did it matter? The natives had to make way for the whites. It 
was only natural.  
This heinous crime was ignored by the authorities in Brisbane, who did 
not instigate an investigation until many months later; and only then because 
Lang had published an account of the affair in a Sydney newspaper, stirring 
public outrage. All the workers were assembled in front of the Kilcoy 
homestead. A small group of aboriginal people attended the proceedings. 
McKenzie denied any involvement in the event. Others offered the opinion that 
 90 
 
 
the blacks had eaten poisoned sheep and got their just deserts for stealing them 
in the first place.  
Police officers from Brisbane questioned the shepherds and workers one 
by one in the store room. It was a long, slow process and the men were fed up. 
The flour may have come from the homestead but that didn’t mean they had 
been the ones to spike it with poison. Grayson and Cummings steadfastly 
denied any knowledge of the affair, though their presence on distribution day 
was not in their favour. However, they hadn’t been the only ones there at the 
time. Day was turning to night before the men were allowed to leave. There 
was no real evidence, only suspicions; the police could do nothing. Not that 
they cared much anyway.  
 Grayson and Cummings lay low for a while. There was speculation 
among the men about who could have done it but that was as far as it went and 
the incident was forgotten. As the months passed, the killers realised that if they 
kept their mouths shut, no one could pin it on them. They were in the clear.  
*** 
I was still some distance from York’s Hollow when I heard a wailing coming 
from the direction of the camp. I dreaded what I would find but pressed on. I 
stepped into the clearing where the huts lay huddled as though shrinking from 
the scene around them. I was appalled and afraid at the sight of the people 
tearing at their hair and slashing themselves with sharp objects. I had to find 
Wanangga. He would tell me what was going on. Dogs barked and children 
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cried as I made my way through the dust to Wanangga’s hut where I found him 
lying on the floor. I sat down beside him and took my friend’s hand.  
“Wanangga, it’s me, Tommy,” I said, but he didn’t look too good. I 
shook his shoulders. “Wake up Wanangga. Menango? What’s the matter?”   
Wanangga blinked. “Tommy,” he uttered in a disembodied voice. He 
licked his dry lips and passed the back of his hand across his face. I sat back on 
my heels, glad to see my friend stirring. I found some water and helped 
Wanangga to sit up and drink. 
“They were poisoned.” The weight of the words seemed to suck the life 
from Wanangga. The details of the tragedy that had befallen the Gubbi-Gubbi 
people of Kilcoy slowly became clear. No one alive could remember such a 
catastrophe, Wanangga explained. The occasional warrior was killed in their 
battles, sometimes even two or three, but not fifty or sixty or even more! How 
was it possible that so many of the lives of his family and friends could be 
callously snuffed out in such a way? What kind of creature was capable of such 
an inhuman act? 
I was mortified. I knew some of the Kilcoy tribe who were regular 
callers at York’s Hollow. I could hardly believe my ears. “Fifty or sixty! Are 
you sure?” 
Wanangga stared at me. 
I got to my feet, needing to get away from the mayhem around me. I  
put my hands over my ears to shut out the piercing noise, and ran.  
*** 
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That evening, I came back late from York's Hollow. I was tired, hungry and 
miserable when I stepped onto the veranda and was spied by squatter Larken. 
Squatters often stayed with us in those early days after the town opened up. 
There was little accommodation to be had in the tiny settlement, so my father 
invited them to stay with us. They were tough men, hardened by the rigours of 
their work, yet many were well-educated, some of them real gentlemen. My 
father turned a blind eye to the drinking, he enjoyed the company and the 
stimulating conversations, even the arguments that sometimes broke out.  
I couldn't stand Larken from the moment I had clapped eyes on him the 
first time he had come to visit and stay. He exerted an aura of evil, yet it 
seemed I was the only one who felt it, as the rest of my family and the other 
squatters accepted him well enough. On his later visits I avoided him as much 
as possible. Larken was no gentleman. He was a man who took what he wanted 
without asking questions. He had taken up land on the Darling Downs over the 
range to the West, about one hundred miles from Brisbane. He was reputed to 
have shot more than one black who had dared spear one of his sheep, or 
offended him in any way. 
 “Aha! The prodigal son I believe. Do join us Master Thomas. We were 
just discussing your beloved black friends,” Larken said, a bit the worse for 
drink.  
I nodded hello to Mr McKenzie and a couple of other squatters I 
vaguely recognised. I wanted out of there as fast as I could but I couldn't ignore 
the conventions of courtesy to our guests. 
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Larken had the shape of a beer keg. His round florid face shone with 
perspiration, a glob of frothy foam in the corner of his mouth. He had little pig 
eyes that tried to focus as he continued his speech. “Those damn black savages 
got what they deserved,” he said, and took another swig of whisky. He belched, 
swaying on his feet. Then he quoted the Bible: “‘And God blessed them, and 
God said unto them, be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and 
subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the 
air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.’ Every living thing, 
do you hear? We are doing God's work, boy. Just remember that,” he said. One 
of the others, McKenzie I think, took him by the arm.  
“Steady on Larken; it’s time we were all in bed, I believe. Night, Tom.” 
He inclined his head in my direction and herded a grumbling Larken off the 
veranda. 
I breathed a sigh of relief and escaped to the kitchen. Larken took great 
pleasure lecturing me about the blacks. In his opinion I should stay away from 
them altogether. Sleep would not come that night. My head was full of images 
of the massacre at Kilcoy and the question: Who was responsible? 
*** 
Cummings was tearing at a huge chunk of meat with his teeth when the spear 
drilled through his chest. Beside him, another shepherd called Duffy died in the 
same manner, his face frozen in a mask of horror as he toppled over backwards. 
Grayson had just turned to pick up his knife and that saved his life. The spear 
thumped into his side going all the way through, the sharp flint and barbs 
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tearing his flesh. He cried out in pain and rolled behind Harry’s body as another 
spear flew past his head. He drew his revolver from his belt and fired wildly 
into the trees, partly blinded by the setting sun and the tears of pain and fear in 
his eyes. 
 It was Grayson’s lucky day. Two of McKenzie’s men, who were 
working nearby, heard the shots and came to investigate, thus saving his hide. 
The aborigines realised they had lost their advantage and disappeared into the 
bush. 
 When the whites were sure the attackers had gone, they dug a hole for 
the two dead men and tended to Grayson’s wound. One of the shepherds had 
gone to inform the boss and was told to round up the rest of the workers. There 
were murderers to be caught and no time to waste. A party of men, led by the 
overseer and with the help of a black-tracker, chased the two aboriginals until 
they lost them in the coastal scrub. McKenzie’s workers arrived back at Kilcoy 
ten days later, exhausted and dispirited. 
 Grayson’s convalescence was long and painful. Once he was back on 
his feet, he packed his few belongings and pointed his horse in the direction of 
Brisbane. The bush had become an unhealthy place to be and he was hankering 
for the delights of civilisation. He would catch a boat to Sydney where there 
was much more action than in the backwater of Moreton Bay, and more 
opportunity for him to exercise his talents. 
*** 
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Many years later, Dundalli told me his side of the story. “Some weeks before 
the raid on the shepherds, the council of elders made me turrwan and they gave 
me the task of enforcing the Law,” Dundalli said. “The magui invaders had 
killed indiscriminately, wiping out whole families; women and children were 
not spared. They had to be made to pay.”  
Dundalli and another man called Cambayo hid in the bush and observed 
Grayson and Cummings and a third man prepare their meal on the fire in front 
of the hut. “I looked at the sun and calculated it would be behind me by the 
time the magui sat down to eat and would be at their most vulnerable to our 
spears,” Dundalli recounted. “I signalled to Cambayo to stay still and wait. The 
men in front of the hut had been identified by survivors as the probable culprits 
of the latest outrage at Kilcoy.” These three men were the shepherds who had 
killed his people. And some of the women had complained of how they had 
been abused by the men who came to their camp drunk and forced the women 
to go with them to their huts. 
When the whites began to eat, the two blacks rose as one and threw their 
spears. Before the first missiles had reached their targets, the warriors launched 
two more. Two of the enemy were dead, but the third was now peppering the 
air about them with his revolver. There were shouts and two whites brandishing 
rifles rode up to the hut and joined the fusillade.  “I decided it was better to 
leave before the whites had time to get organised. We had killed two and 
wounded the other; that was enough for now,” Dundalli said. The two men 
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crept silently through the trees and then set a fast pace eastwards towards the 
coast. 
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FIFTEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1843 
 
I had to work hard to convince my parents to let me go to the kippa ceremony. 
In their eyes, I was still a boy, and too young to be going off into the bush by 
myself, with only the Aboriginal people for company. I was twelve and thought 
I was old enough to go.  “And for how long? Four weeks? No question young 
man. You can forget that idea straight away,” Father stood with hands on hips. 
“And what about your lessons with Peg-leg?” I didn’t have much time to get 
him to change his mind, as messengers had already been sent to the 
neighbouring tribes to invite them to the Samford bora ring for the ceremony. I 
brought in Wanangga’s father, Yabba, who told my father he would personally 
look after me. With a warning to Yabba to bring me back safely, Father finally 
gave me permission to go. I reassured Mother that I was only going as an 
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observer and would not actively participate in the rites. If I had told her the 
truth, she would never have let me go. 
 When I arrived just after sunrise the following morning, the camp at 
Barrambin was effervescent with the preparations for the upcoming trip. It was 
a glorious day in September or October, I can’t remember exactly, in that often 
short transition period between the cold, starry nights of winter and the sticky 
heat of summer, a good time to travel. I was looking forward to the coming 
ceremony. I was going to participate and be given a new name by the blacks, a 
token of my acceptance into the clan. It would be a great honour and a proud 
moment for me. I cooeed as I approached the camp and Wanangga’s immediate 
response told me where he was. I moved through the bustle yelling greetings to 
those I knew as I went, caught up in the excitement. 
 Eventually, we set out, following Enoggera Creek westwards towards a 
gap in the hills. To the south, Mt Kuta, which means honey, dominated the 
horizon. Once through the gap, the creek meandered in great loops so we cut 
across the wooded terrain to where the watercourse descended from the hills. 
The going became harder as we climbed steadily along the creek through the 
foothills. At last we came to a summit from where the Samford Valley lay 
stretched out at our feet. We rested a moment and took in the view.  
Wanangga pointed to a round, knobbed peak in the distance to the north. 
“Buran,” he said. Wind. Now known as Mt Samson. “See where those two 
creeks meet.” Wanangga indicated a spot about a mile or a mile and a half 
distant. “That’s where the main camp will be. The bora ring is on a ridge on the 
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other side of the creek.” He pointed again but I could see nothing but trees. 
“Let’s get there before the others,” he said. I racedoff after Wanangga, the rest 
of the pack of boys hot on our heels. 
 We were the first to flop down by an old campfire in the V where 
Samford Creek is joined by the tributary we had followed in our mad rush. The 
other boys straggled in in ones and twos and sprawled on the ground. We were 
all covered in cuts, bruises and abrasions from the mad rush down the slope. 
Wanangga, as usual, hopped up before anyone else, ran to the creek and jumped 
in. The mob and I duly followed. The water quickly refreshed our spirits and 
we forgot our pains. 
 Over the next few days, tribes from Ipswich and the Brisbane River to 
the west arrived to boisterous greetings and set to building huts along the creek. 
The Turrbal men had been busy preparing the ceremony site, clearing fallen 
branches and grass from the circles and the pathway. It wasn’t until all the 
tribes had gathered that they would prepare the kakka, something none of us 
younger boys had ever seen, although we had heard stories that left us in awe of 
what was to come. No female had seen it either. To do so for a woman would 
mean certain death. The second part of the kippa ceremony was strictly for men 
only. At the same time, the women had their own secret ceremonies. That was 
the way it had always been, from beyond memory. The men also prepared a 
variety of ornaments from clay and grass that would decorate the path between 
the circles. 
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 Wanangga and I awoke on the long-awaited day when the process of 
becoming a man would begin. It was a momentous occasion. All of the boys 
who would take part in the ceremony were between twelve and fifteen years 
old. We were gathered together and led to a hidden area in the bush a couple of 
hundred yards from the creek. The men had built a shaded space in a semi-
circle where we were told to sit. Our instructions were about to begin. Guards 
armed with spears and axes were posted all around as the turrwans from the 
different tribes stood solemnly before us. 
 “You are not allowed to ask for anything or to speak, otherwise you will 
die.” Yabba pointed his spear at us, sweeping it in a smooth arc around the 
semi-circle of cowered aspirants. “It is forbidden to eat any female animal or 
their eggs, and that includes fish. And you must not look up to the sky or it will 
fall and smother you, as surely as your skin is black,” he continued. “Or white,” 
he said, looking at me. 
 I risked a quick glance around without moving my head. The boys 
seemed to have shrunk into themselves and were looking at the dirt between 
their feet. The turrwans passed behind us, placing a possum-skin cloak over our 
heads to prevent us seeing the sky.  
Meanwhile, back at the camp, the boys’ families and friends were 
discussing what name should be given to each of us. The boys were named at 
birth, then received a new one at the kippa ceremony and would be given a third 
name when they were grown men. I have witnessed these naming talks on other 
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occasions; they were lively and sometimes resulted in heated debate, or even 
fights. 
With the weight of the instructions and the cloak on our shoulders, we 
were led from the bush shelter to the bigger of the two rings where we lay 
around the inside of the circle, each with our head on the hip of the boy beside 
us. The Samford bora is set on a narrow ridge running parallel to the creek and 
about four hundred yards to its north. How long the rings had been there 
nobody knew. In some forgotten time, the dirt in the centre had been scooped 
out with axes and stones and carried on bark to form a two foot high circular 
wall around the perimeter of the circle which measured about twenty-six yards 
across. A narrow path snaked along the ridge between the trees to a much 
smaller ring about seven hundred yards distant. 
 As soon as we were settled, women danced into the ring singing the 
kippa song, which was taken up by the gyrating men outside the circle. Lying 
there, my face resting on Wanangga’s hip, my whole body seemed to vibrate 
and I had to choke back a sudden urge to sing along with the rest of the crowd. I 
made a special effort to keep quiet and not derail the sacred ceremony. I had no 
idea of time passing until the singing and dancing suddenly stopped. In the 
silence, we boys were brought to our feet, separated into twos and seated at 
intervals around the wall, looking inwards. I was beside Wanangga. The 
singing had started again as a woman moved into place behind each boy. It was 
most often the mother or sister and in my case, it was Wanangga’s elderly aunt 
who stood behind me. 
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Men entered the ring, each carrying a boomerang. A turrwan from 
another tribe came towards me and offered the curved wood. I grasped it and 
was lifted to my feet by Aunty yanking my hair. I followed the warrior out of 
the ring to the entrance to the path where Aunty finally relinquished her grip on 
my locks when the men told all the women to go away. I entered the sacred way 
with a long line of boys herded by the men, who pointed out the sculptures 
along the way and the images carved on trees, all the time exclaiming kor-é, 
which means “wonder.” We eventually arrived at the second smaller ring where 
secrets were revealed to us.  
Then the men led us back down the sacred way to the main ring where a 
turrwan whispered my new name in my ear before shouting it for all to hear. 
There was loud cheering until all the boys had been named. Once this was done 
the men went off to hunt and returned later with food and drink for us all. That 
night, we sat around the ring in pairs as before. Men wielding fire sticks 
weaved and swayed down the ridge through the trees to the circle where a sea 
of swirling fire erupted around us as many in the crowd lit their sticks and 
joined the serpent of flame. The chanting drifted in and out through the haze of 
smoke which blurred the scene and assaulted the senses, lending an air of 
mystery to the night. This went on for some time before the turrwans threw 
their torches into the centre of the ring which exploded in a final burst of 
incandescence before fading, succumbing at last to the darkness.  
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SIXTEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1845 
 
I first met Karawara when we travelled north from Brisbane to the bon-yi 
festival in the Blackall Ranges. I must have been fourteen or fifteen at the time. 
Dalaipi had decided I was ready to attend one of the largest and most important 
gatherings of all the local tribes. Every three years, the bon-yi pines produce an 
abundant crop of nuts packed into a cone bigger than a man’s head, and capable 
of cracking the head if it happens to interfere with the cone’s descent when it 
eventually falls from a high limb. Roasted in the coals, the nut is delicious and 
the aborigines love it. When a multitude of nascent cones appeared on the trees, 
messengers were sent far and wide to invite everyone to the feast. My friends in 
York’s Hollow had been talking about nothing else for some time. Once again, 
I had to persuade my parents to let me go. 
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“You’re supposed to be learning about the business, son, not traipsing 
all over the country with your black friends,” my father argued. First, I had had 
to bring in Yabba to convince my mother that I would be in no danger on my 
trip into the land of Dundalli. Mother was no fool. She knew more about what 
was going on all over the colony than anyone. The black girls she employed to 
help around the house loved nothing more than to tell her all the latest gossip 
from their camp. She knew that I had undergone some form of pagan rite, along 
with all the other black boys my age, when I was twelve. How they had let me 
go off for all those weeks Mother could not understand. Had she been mad? No, 
not really. That Yabba had a way about him. He had managed to convince her 
then, and again now, that I would never suffer any harm while with the tribes. 
Everyone knew I was Yabba’s protégé, that I was one of them. I was seen by 
the aboriginals and some of the whites as a bridge between the two so very 
different worlds of the aboriginals and settlers. I knew their ways; I could hunt 
and wield a spear, boomerang or waddy as well as any of my black mates. Over 
the years, Yabba had always sought me out to continue my education. He 
explained the complexities of his people’s relationship to the land and all its 
bounty, the animals, the plants, the mountains and streams that inhabited the 
landscape.  
 Then the three of us had confronted Father; Yabba regal, Mother 
calming, myself, not exactly pleading, but almost. Father had eventually 
succumbed in good spirit. He had known Yabba for eight years now and he 
knew his worth. And besides, it would be an opportunity for me to keep an eye 
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out for good stands of timber on my travels. The information could be exploited 
in the future. Father had taught me all he knew about the different species of 
trees that were sought after to feed the burgeoning construction industry. Apart 
from my lessons with Kelly, I was a quick learner, and my bushcraft was 
impeccable. I think Father, although he didn’t say as much, admired my spirit 
and courage. Not many whites of any age would be welcomed in such a way by 
the blacks. Deep down, he knew I was not cut out for the building trade. Father 
had tried to steer me in that direction but I had resisted at every turn. The 
attraction of the bush was too strong. It squashed any thought of a life in the 
confines of Brisbane. I had always run wild and spent more time with my black 
mates than with my own family. Thankfully, my brothers, especially John, were 
taking on the responsibilities and doing well.  
I left Brisbane in early February in the company of about one hundred 
people from York’s Hollow. It took us six days to get to the Blackall Range. On 
the second night we camped at the North Pine River where Dalaipi and his 
people joined the pilgrimage. As we moved north, the men hunted and the 
women searched for roots, grubs, honey and other edibles for the evening meal. 
It was a happy time with everyone in a festive mood. There was much jesting 
and story-telling around the campfire, where the virtues of countless ancestors 
were extolled. 
 When at last we arrived at the site of the feast at Baroon Pocket, I was 
hot and sweaty from the long day’s walk in the steamy, summer air. Wanangga, 
Wamgul, a few others and myself headed towards the creek for a refreshing dip. 
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I dived in and when I surfaced I let out a whoop echoed by the other happy 
swimmers. A movement on the bank caught my eye. Karawara moved out from 
behind a tree and sat down, her feet dangling in the water. What I recall now is 
that her breasts were small, firm and shaped like pears with an aureole, darker 
than the surrounding copper skin, highlighting the tips. I tore my eyes away 
when I saw that the girl was watching me and was aware of my close scrutiny. I 
sank into the water, the better to hide the red flush I felt in my cheeks and to 
regather my senses. She had looked somewhat bemused but not at all put out by 
my eyes on her body. I swam underwater in the direction of Wanangga and 
slowly bobbed my head above the water. When I looked back at the bank she 
was gone. 
 I had seen her before at York’s Hollow, but only from a distance. She 
was jealously guarded by Mindi-Mindi, her intimidating father who 
discouraged the boys from even looking at his daughter. I knew him well. He 
was a simple fisherman who was most content when he was in the water with 
his net sweeping for whiting. When I was a boy he once almost wrung my neck 
and I was sore for days. Luckily, Mother arrived just in time and saw him off. I 
can’t say I blame the poor fellow, for it was not the first time I had mocked him 
in his own language. In his eyes I was a stupid white boy who did not respect 
his elders and had no manners. Somehow, I managed to awaken the devil in 
him and he was intent on my death that day. Karawara and her father lived 
down near the mouth of Breakfast Creek and were rarely seen as the old man 
kept to himself. She was a real beauty. No wonder her father protected her the 
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way he did. But here at the bon-yi feast, he must have let his guard down 
because there she had been, waving and smiling at us as we splashed each other 
in the creek. 
 Wamgul had also seen Karawara on the bank. He told us while we were 
walking back to our camp that he had been lusting after the girl since the first 
time he had seen her. He had managed to find the old man’s favour by bringing 
him game from time to time. Mindi-Mindi usually asked him to stay and eat, 
and there she was, the most desirable Karawara. After many a visit, Wamgul 
had finally managed to get Karawara by herself after her father had fallen 
asleep, his snores muting the sounds of the night. They were sitting by the fire 
when he tried to take her hand, but she pulled it away. Wamgul was 
unperturbed, he explained. In his experience this was all part of the game. The 
girls liked his strong features and well-muscled body; they couldn’t resist. This 
one was being difficult but she’d come round.  
“All I did was try to touch her tit,” Wamgul said as we neared the camp, 
continuing his boast to the half a dozen boys following him, some sniggering 
into their hands. “And shehit me.” He rubbed his jaw in memory. “Who is this 
girl to slap me in the face? She thinks she is too good for the likes of me? I’m 
not finished with her yet,” he mumbled as he tramped off. 
Karawara told me much later about this incident and how Wamgul had 
leaned towards her and grasped her breast, squeezing painfully as he did so. She 
whacked Wamgul firmly on the face, making him lose his grip. She scrambled 
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to her feet and backed away from him, turned away in disgust and strode off to 
her shelter. 
 Karawara knew who I was. All the people knew me or had heard of me. 
When she had asked her father about me, he had told her that all the whites 
were bad and she was not to go anywhere near them, myself included. 
Karawara said her father often went on about all that had transpired since the 
arrival of the white demons. He said we couldn’t be trusted. We killed; we 
destroyed everything; we took their land . . .  Mindi-Mindi’s hatred of the 
whites was well-known, so the locals stayed away from him. Karawara said she 
thought I couldn’t be bad like the rest, as everyone except for her father said 
that I was just like one of them, even if my skin was white. And didn’t Dalaipi 
introduce me as his son? Surely a turrwan had to be believed? She thought her 
father knew nothing. Since her mother had died some years earlier, Mindi-
Mindi had grown more and more cranky, and wouldn’t let her out of his sight. 
Karawara said she hated being stuck at the camp. She would rather have spent 
her time with her friends in York’s Hollow instead of always being at the beck 
and call of her father. 
However, I was enterprising and found ways to sneak past Karawara’s 
guardian to steal short moments with her. With something like seven hundred 
people all camped along the creek, it was impossible for Mindi-Mindi to keep 
track of his wilful daughter all of the time.  
We boys spent the days hunting or making weapons, all in a leisurely 
way with much joking and jostling between us. Every night, a tribe would 
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present a new corroboree which they then taught to another tribe over the 
following nights. The men and women dressed in all their finery, with feathers 
throughout their hair, a band of possum or dog pelt adorned the men’s’ 
foreheads. Those from the coast would have swan’s down in tufts across their 
bodies and in their hair, while the inland tribes used parrot feathers. They were 
also decorated with white stripes or dots, each tribe recognisable by the pattern 
it wore. The corroboree was an enactment of events that a turrwan had dreamt 
into song and dance. 
This was also the time for people to air their grievances. One night I saw 
a Turrbal man accuse someone from another tribe of being responsible for the 
death of a loved one. The accused had to respond to the challenge and they 
were soon fighting. At other times one of the tribe would step forward and tell 
of all the happenings since they had last met. Like the corroborees, this news 
would be transmitted to neighbours once the tribes returned home. And of 
course there were the many tales shared around the campfires at night. On a 
more sombre note, the council of elders would meet to discuss how they were 
going to deal with the threat posed by the whites. 
 Towards the end of the bon-yi gathering, I woke in the hour before 
dawn and could not get back to sleep. I got up and left the bark shelter the 
people had erected for me, their honoured guest. I strode silently through the 
still sleeping camp and made my way down to the creek. In the first light of the 
morning I saw a dark figure glide into the water. With short, powerful strokes, 
the swimmer set off in the direction of the far bank. The birds were awakening, 
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offering their song to the coming day. I arrived at the water’s edge and dived in 
with hardly a splash. When I surfaced, Karawara was about two yards away, 
paddling water. She smiled, turned her gaze towards the far bank, then back at 
me with a challenging look in her eye. I judged the distance to the other side 
while Karawara plunged towards the shore. I was surprised by her speed 
through the water and, though a strong swimmer myself, she was sitting on the 
shore watching as I waded out of the water. 
 The chattering of birds was suddenly pierced by a wail from one of the 
old men in the camp. It evoked an immediate response from further up the 
creek and the whole valley was soon resonating to the lamentations of hundreds 
of voices that rose to a crescendo. A chorus of oaths and curses followed the 
wailing, which was thankfully finished until dusk, when the same “cry for the 
dead” would be repeated. The noise of hundreds of bellowing throats seemed to 
shake the leaves on the trees. As if by magic, the shouting stopped, with the 
sound still echoing throughout the valley. The world stood still for an instant of 
utter silence before the multiple voices of nature once again filled the air. 
  “Karawara!” Sharp and angry, it carried across the water. I stopped in 
my tracks as Karawara dived smoothly into the water and swam off to confront 
her father. I sat down, in no hurry to return. I wanted to be sure Mindi-Mindi 
had time to calm down and would no longer be standing behind a tree with his 
waddy at the ready. Maybe he hadn’t seen who it was, I hoped.  
 Mindi-Mindi was furious with his daughter who covered her face with 
her hands to protect herself from the inevitable blows. When questioned as to 
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whom the other person was, she told him it was some girl she had just met. Her 
father was somewhat mollified but continued berating the girl for going off 
without telling him. 
 Unfortunately, Mindi-Mindi somehow found out it was me with his 
daughter and I was unable to avoid his wrath. Only the presence of Dalaipi and 
several armed warriors saved me from harm when the old man rushed into the 
camp, shouting, cursing and waving his spear in the air. Mindi-Mindi was 
eventually persuaded to leave, which he did, with dire threats to all and sundry. 
Later, Wanangga mimed the disgruntled father until we all fell about, our sides 
splitting and eyes streaming. But when I thought about it, I knew I would have 
to be careful. It would not be wise to be caught alone with him. Now that I 
think back on it, I can understand it must have been a terrible thing for him to 
see his daughter being courted by me in this way. But the attraction to 
Karawara blinded me to his position.  
*** 
Wamgul had not joined in the fun and was incensed that I and the others had 
taken the whole thing as a joke. He stepped in front of me as I sat on the ground 
trying to regain my composure.  
“I told Mindi-Mindi,” Wamgul said.  
“Told him what?” I got to my feet. 
“I told him it was you, white boy. It was you with Karawara this 
morning. She even beat you across the creek,” he chuckled to himself.  
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When Wamgul told me this, I realised it would be difficult, if not 
impossible to see Karawara in the future, all because of this fool in front of me. 
Wamgul saw the look in my eyes and egged me on. After all, he was much 
taller and stronger than me and was going to give me a lesson, or so he thought. 
We watched each other warily as a circle of onlookers gathered around us. I 
was not afraid of the much bigger Wamgul. I was no longer the soft little boy 
he had once pushed over and stood on. I had had good teachers in the art of 
personal combat. My brothers, especially Walter, had taught me how to wrestle 
and box, and they were a lot bigger than me. They had used me as a punching 
and throwing bag until I was able to hold my own and they backed off. I had 
also often wrestled with the young Turrbal. It was one of their favourite sports. 
And then there was Andy who had groomed me in the less subtle methods of 
winning a fight, distilled from a life surviving in the jungle of the convict 
world. 
Wamgul didn’t know this of course, but he soon found out that his 
superior stature meant little to me as I now had my knee in his back and was 
forcing one arm into a position it wasn’t meant to be in, causing him to cry out 
in pain. My other hand pushed Wamgul’s face into the dirt. I would like to have 
beaten him to a pulp but that was not my way—in their treatment of me, my 
brothers had also taught that there was no glory in humiliating an opponent. I 
let Wamgul go and stood back. After a moment, he got to his feet, rubbing and 
cradling the twisted arm. The fight had gone out of him. With his eyes to the 
ground, he shoved his way through the boys as they moved to congratulate me. 
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SEVENTEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I suppose it must seem strange that the Turrbal would make a young white boy 
turrwan. Most of the “great men” I knew were elderly and had proved their 
prowess in battle and as a hunter. They were said to have special powers—they 
could bring rain or make it stop; fly like a bird to the far corners of the world; 
they could pass through earth and rock. They were men to be wary of as their 
curse could bring sickness and death. When one of the people died it was 
always due to a turrwan of another tribe. They were also able to cure with their 
magic. 
I had none of those talents. But I did possess a special power in the eyes 
of the Turrbal. I was white but I could speak their language and knew their 
laws. I understood them as few of the settlers did. In their minds, I was a true 
magui, an ancestor who had come back as a friend who would help them breach 
the gap between two cultures that had little in common. Yabba knew that their 
only chance of surviving was to accommodate the white invaders, for the 
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Turrbal in Brisbane bore the brunt of the intrusion and had nowhere else to go. 
The idea of being separated from their traditional lands was not even to be 
contemplated. Already their numbers had been diminished by the white man's 
diseases. The worst offenders were venereal disease and smallpox but there 
were many others.  
I became turrwan about three years after Brisbane was opened to 
settlement, when I was fifteen. This was a time of open hostility towards the 
black people in and around Brisbane. In retaliation for the killing of settlers, 
vigilante groups rode out, camps were burned and people shot. The Turrbal 
wanted me as a go-between, someone who could reason with my white brothers 
and stop the killings and get them to understand the aboriginals’ situation. By 
making me turrwan and adopting me as his son, Yabba guaranteed I would 
come to no harm among any of his people. He also thrust a great responsibility 
on my shoulders, one that I would not always manage to honour fully. I was so 
young at the time, and I was not at all sure I could live up to Yabba’s  
expectations. Yet, I could not refuse. He was offering me a great honour and 
not to accept was unthinkable. It would have been a major affront to Yabba and 
all the local tribes who knew me. It would have shown that I wasn't really one 
of them after all; I would have been just another white who had no Dreaming. 
 Yabba sent messages to the Turrbal people, inviting them all to the 
turrwan-making ceremony. On the big day I was taken to a secluded spot and 
painted and dressed in the Duke of York’s clan colours by the same turrwans 
who had been present at the kippa ceremony. Then they escorted me through 
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the chanting throng of dancers as the sun disappeared over the river and the full 
moon rose above the trees, lighting the scene below. 
 We arrived in the centre of the crowd where Yabba was waiting. He 
raised an arm and the singing stopped. The old warrior told me to stand beside 
him, then addressed the assembly in a solemn voice, relating how one of his 
sons had recently passed away. Later, in a dream, the ancestors had told him 
that he should adopt me as his son and that I should be made a “great man.” He 
had consulted the other turrwans and all were in agreement. He went on to say 
how this was a momentous occasion, for I was the first magui to be granted 
such an enormous privilege and that every member of the Turrbal nation must 
respect my enhanced status. 
 The speech over, Yabba turned and beckoned to Wanangga. My friend 
came forward carrying something in a dilly bag which he offered to his father. 
With great deliberation, Yabba opened the package and showed its contents to 
the people. “This is the skin of my dead son!” he said, presenting me with the 
gift. There were four pieces of thick dry skin, two from the back and two from 
the breast. The Turrbal initiation scars were clearly visible on all the pieces. 
“Narring!” shouted Yabba, spreading his arms to encompass me, his 
face lit by a huge smile. “Narring!” chorused the mass. I was now officially 
Yabba’s son and one of the Turrbal people. The crowd pressed in to 
congratulate me. Dalaipi stepped forward and gave me a belt woven from 
human hair, which could only be worn by a turrwan, while Wanangga offered 
me a beautiful boomerang he had made. The party went on until late in the 
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night with much feasting, dancing, singing and of course, story-telling. The 
moon was lowering towards the hills in the west when I finally fell into my hut 
to sleep.  
 Yabba knew it was not possible for me to bear the marks of initiation on 
my body. My family were highly respected members of the white community, 
which would not have tolerated one of their own being mutilated by the 
savages. I can say I wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea myself. The aboriginals 
accept pain much more readily than us whites, as was evident to me much later 
when I branded twenty-five aboriginal men who worked for me. Instead, I was 
initiated by proxy; the cicatriced skin acted as a stand-in for the real thing and 
assured my acceptance into the kinship of the clan.  
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EIGHTEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1909 Murrumba 
 
I still dream of her. She smiles, her face clearly visible in the night, and 
gestures with her hand. I rise, and follow her as she turns and fades into the 
shadows. I stumble, my hands thrust before me, my eyes seeking her ghost-like 
form as she runs off, her laughter ringing in my ears. Without warning, I burst 
into sunshine and am temporarily blinded. I can just make her out, silhouetted 
against the sky. Behind her, a cliff plummets to the valley floor far below. I call 
her name, grasping futilely at the air, wanting her to come to me. She waves 
and laughs, then she turns and steps into the void. 
“Karawara!” I awake and sit bolt upright. I take a deep breath and 
glance around to see if Elizabeth has heard. There is no one I can talk to about 
Karawara. All the old ones are dead or have disappeared into the bush, as far 
from the white men as they can get. And who can blame them? It’s all this talk 
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about the early days. There are so many memories accumulated over a lifetime. 
Many good. Many bad. Some so awful they’re best not contemplated. What 
good would it do to wake those ghosts? They would only cause trouble. 
Karawara and I had spoken few words the times we had met at the bon-
yi feast, as they were generally brief, with the risk of an irate parent suddenly 
appearing, hanging over us. I had brought her small gifts that she had shyly 
accepted. I was awkward and didn’t know what to say. I had once blurted out 
that I thought she was pretty, and she had giggled. One time, she told me about 
the camp at Breakfast Creek and of losing her mother. I loved the way she 
peered at me, her face turned sideways, looking up from under the mass of 
curls, radiating mischief. 
Yabba had informed me that she was already promised to another man 
and that I should forget her. It would not go well for Karawara if I persisted. I 
heeded Yabba’s warnings and had made no attempt to see her since then, 
though she was often in my thoughts. The warmth of her smile, the eyes full of 
humour. 
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NINETEEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1848 
 
It would be more than three years after the bon-yi gathering before I saw 
Karawara again. I was taking a message to the mission farm in Nundah. I urged 
my horse along the road to Eagle Farm but, when I arrived at the Breakfast 
Creek crossing I stopped, looked towards the lower regions of the creek and 
thought of Karawara. A quick glance up and down the road assured me no one 
was around. I turned my horse into the scrub and let him find his way as we 
followed the creek down its course towards the river.   
And then I saw her. I reined in my horse not believing my luck. I made 
to dismount, but Karawara turned and ran back towards the camp. I was 
surprised at her reaction until I realised she must not have recognised me. I 
supposed she had seen an unknown white man on a horse and wasn’t staying 
around to find out more. She hurtled down the track but I passed her easily, 
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pulling my mount to a stop, blocking her path. I could see Karawara was really 
frightened, and I knew how stupid I had been. I whipped off my hat and let out 
a wild laugh. Her legs almost folded under her when she recognised me.  
I jumped from my horse and landed in front of her. We looked into each 
other’s eyes and then I took her in my arms and held her tight. “We have to be 
careful. My father will kill you if he sees us together,” she said. She pulled 
away from my embrace, took my hand and led me into the trees to a small 
clearing where we sat holding hands, examining the changes in each other. 
Karawara had developed into a stunning young woman and the attraction I had 
felt three years earlier was stronger than ever. 
 “I had to see you,” I managed after a while. 
 “I know. You have been in my dreams, Tommy,” she whispered, 
caressing my face with her fingers, as though reassuring herself I was real.  
“Where were you going?”  
Karawara gathered herself. “We don’t have much time. I have to collect 
some honey and get back to camp before my father returns from fishing.”  
 “Then let me help you.” I leapt to my feet, pulling her with me. I had 
seen the small native bees coming and going to a nearby tree, an ancient wattle 
which offered numerous cracks and holes where the tiny insects made their 
home. A strangler fig had taken root in the groove where the thick fire-scarred 
trunk parted into two near its base. When the honey was collected, we 
embraced and said goodbye. I assured Karawara I wouldn’t wait another three 
years before coming back to see her.  
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After that first encounter, whenever I could, I slipped quietly away to 
what became our meeting place beneath the honey tree. Many a time, I tethered 
my horse and waited until the noon sun proclaimed she wouldn’t be coming 
that day before remounting and making my way home. At other times, she 
would be there already or would turn up soon after I arrived. Then one day we 
had met in the middle of the clearing, our eyes betraying what we both wanted. 
We lay together beneath the eucalypts and I lost my virginity.  
“I often think of the bon-yi feast and when I saw you for the first time. 
Do you remember?” Karawara asked. 
“How could I ever forget?” 
 “I noticed the way you looked at me, thinking I wasn’t aware. More 
than once I caught you admiring my body,” she teased. “You brought me gifts 
of scented golden wattle and I still have that beautiful stone you found while 
diving in the creek. I saw you watch me as I left to seek food. You would linger 
an instant, then you would be gone to join the men for the hunt. Yes, I knew 
you wanted me but we were bound by law. You were white and lived in the 
town; you had a family who knew nothing of me.” 
I listened, content to be lulled by her voice. 
“I was promised to an old man who was on the brink of joining the 
ancestors in the ever after and who would not be around to be a father to my 
children. You were the one I wanted but you were forbidden to me. My father 
would never allow it. Now you are here and we are together. What are we going 
to do, Tommy?”  
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I had no idea what the future held for us and I tried not to think too 
much about it. Every moment spent with Karawara was precious. I hugged her 
to me.  
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TWENTY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eighteen forty-eight was a dark year in more ways than one. In January my 
Father went on a trip to the Downs and came back with Sandy Blight. His eyes 
were red and swollen, with pus leaking onto his face. He could hardly see and 
was in great pain. He disregarded Mother’s advice to rest. Father couldn’t 
tolerate sitting around doing nothing, so he got me to take him to the hospital. 
The doctors should have been lynched for what they did. They cut away tissue 
from around his eyes, despite his telling them not to, and then put caustic in 
them. That night he paced the house in agony. Mother bathed his eyes with a 
chamomile solution but it did little to soothe the stinging, burning pain. In the 
early hours of the next day, one of his eyes burst and the other was not much 
better. He would be blind until his death, some twenty-four years down the 
track.  
 About a month or so after this incident, I was in the kitchen eating a 
slice of bread and jam when Peg-leg burst in. “Did you hear the news?” he said, 
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hardly able to contain himself. Before I could reply, he continued. “There’s 
been a murder behind the Bush Inn over at Kangaroo Point. Blood and gore and 
body parts scattered all over the place.” He paced back and forth wringing his 
hands, his wooden leg tack-tacking on the floor.  
 At the news of the murder, Father perked up. “Wasn’t one of those 
damned doctors by any chance, was it?” he asked Peg-leg, a thin smile creasing 
his face. 
 “No, Andrew. Unfortunately not. Apparently it was a cove by the name 
of Cox, a sawyer by trade. I heard he only arrived in Brisbane a few days ago 
from the Tweed River. Early yesterday morning he was stabbed several times 
with a big knife and then expertly chopped into pieces with an axe or something 
similar,” he said, relishing his role of bearer of gruesome news. 
We were lucky to have Peg-leg. While my oldest brother John took on 
the responsibility of running the business, he couldn’t have done it without the 
ex-convict’s experience and knowledge. Kelly found time every day to come 
around for a chat with Father during his convalescence, keeping him up-to-date 
with the business and local gossip. 
 “That hotel is a cesspit and should have been shut down a long time 
ago,” Father said. 
*** 
A year or so after the murder, I left the Petrie house, crossed the bridge and 
walked up wide, dusty, rutted Queen Street. The town had grown in the years 
since our arrival. Across the street from our place, three houses had been built 
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down by the river. I passed the female factory which had become the gaol, 
tipped my hat to a squatter who went by on his horse. The town wasn’t exactly 
bustling, but there was a sense of things happening, despite some hard times 
since the opening up to settlement. A bakery stood on my right, then the old 
convict barracks that would later become the courthouse. At the top of the street 
the lumber yard had disappeared and been replaced by a church. Opposite it, the 
military barracks still stood. A number of houses, a hotel and blacksmith lined 
the street to my left; in the middle huddled the butcher’s. I pushed open the 
door and entered the shop. My senses were immediately assailed by the rank 
smell of blood and meat that hung like a cloud in the dim light offered by two 
small windows. The butcher was chopping meat with a heavy cleaver. The 
thunk of the instrument on the cutting board sent shivers down my spine. The 
man turned to the counter as the bell on the door tinkled my arrival. He wiped 
his bloody hands on an old rag, not bothering to take his filthy encrusted apron 
off to serve me. 
“Hello young fella, I’m Patrick Mayne. I’m the new owner of this here 
establishment,” he beamed and extended his hand. “What’s your choice, my 
lad?” 
 I shook his hand with trepidation. “Pleased to meet you, Mr Mayne. I’m 
Tom Petrie.” 
 Mayne wrapped my purchases and I handed over the right change. I 
thanked him and stepped outside, the doorbell jangling angrily at my haste. The 
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warm sunshine and fresh air soon revived me and I laughed off the sense of 
dread I had felt in the shop. 
 It turned out our new butcher had a mean temper and was brought 
before the court on more than one occasion, accused of assault. “I once saw him 
horsewhip a drunk customer who called him Paddy,” Peg-leg told me when I 
mentioned my visit to the butcher. But we never dreamed just how vicious 
Mayne was until, seventeen years later, he confessed on his death bed to the 
murder of Cox out the back of the pub. “When Mayne confessed his horrendous 
crime, was he hoping to save his soul, do you think?” asked Peg-leg on that 
day. “After all, he had watched as William Fyfe, the hotel cook, was arrested 
and tried for the murder of Cox. The poor man was hanged in Sydney, still 
claiming to be innocent.”  
Mayne was a ruffian and a larrikin admired by some in the community 
for the way he defied the authority of the law. The ex-convicts and the Irish had 
no particular love for the British establishment. Brisbane was still a raw frontier 
town at the time and some of its inhabitants had committed worse crimes than 
Mayne and got away with it. The killing of blacks was of little consequence for 
the settlers. A murdered white man was a different matter altogether. When I 
look back on that year, it was as though a malignant spirit paraded the streets of 
Brisbane. 
The murder was still the main topic of conversation a few weeks later, 
on the twenty-fifth of April to be precise, when the family was rocked by 
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another tragedy. It almost destroyed Father, who was still coming to terms with 
his blindness. 
*** 
It had been muggy all day and tufts of grey and white had appeared over 
Brisbane, like a flock of sheep coming in from the west, looking for shelter 
from the impending tempest. A low distant rumble drew my eyes to the west 
where a thick white mass had appeared behind the hills. The sweat oozed from 
my pores making my shirt cling to my back. I wiped my brow with a 
handkerchief and chased the circling flies that seemed more agitated than usual. 
An old dog lay panting in the shade beside the house, its tongue lolling from its 
mouth.  
The thunder increased in volume and frequency as purple-black clouds 
crept closer, lightning roiling in their guts. The wind rose in a sudden fury, 
whipping the treetops and assailing the house. It had grown dark although 
sunset was still a couple of hours distant. Lightning flashed incandescent shards 
that rent the air while claps of thunder set the windows trembling. Beside me, 
my brother Walter moved away from the rail. “We’d better go in,” he said. 
We retreated inside as the first drops of rain pelted sideways onto the 
veranda. A loud crack could only be a tree snapping, but I could see nothing 
from the window. The heavens opened and bombarded the roof, making talk 
impossible. In any case we were all transfixed by the unfolding spectacle 
outside. I hoped, for the sake of the garden, that it wouldn’t hail and that the 
house would withstand the onslaught.  
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Later, I watched Walter pull his oilskin coat around his shoulders as he 
stepped off the porch into the teeming rain, his hat low on his head. He wanted 
to get some tobacco before taking the punt up the river. His boots squelched in 
the mud as he neared the bridge across the creek. The crossing was in a bad 
state of repair and had to be approached with caution. Walter had crossed it 
hundreds of times and knew its every detail. The three huge logs that spanned 
the watercourse were covered in slippery mud and slime. The remaining slabs 
that had once held the road base were spaced at varying intervals along the 
length of the timber foundation; the others had tumbled into the mud below. I 
can imagine Walter hopping and balancing his way across and striding down 
the street to Peg-leg’s house.  
Peg-leg was always happy to see one of the Petrie boys. Walter didn’t 
stay long though. He left shortly afterwards, bought his tobacco and was eager 
to reach the boat, which was moored opposite Kangaroo Point. He loved 
nothing more than being out on the river, be it competing in the whale-boat 
race, in charge of ferrying materials up to Ipswich, fishing. The rain had eased a 
bit, but the feeble light must have showed little as Walter darted onto the logs 
he knew so well. Perhaps his mind was on his pending departure with the punt, 
who knows? A misplaced step, unseen mud, a rotting slab? Whatever it was, 
Walter fell. 
When he didn’t show up at the boat on time, one of the men was sent to 
the house. “Come along, Tom,” Father told me when the man explained the 
situation. “We’ll soon find your brother, but it’s not like him to miss the punt,” 
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he mumbled, and I cast a glance at Mother who had gone the colour of flour. 
We looked in different places and spoke to a number of people, including Peg-
leg, who said Walter had left his house a few hours earlier. It was pointless 
continuing in the dark so the search was called off until sunrise. 
The day after the storm was fresh and clear. We splashed through 
puddles to look for Walter. Leaves and small branches were strewn all over the 
yard. The top of the silky oak that had snapped hung upside down beside the 
main trunk, a tangle of vines holding it suspended in mid-air. A pheasant 
whoop-whooped in a nearby tree and was answered from down by the creek. 
No sign of Walter. 
Later that morning I took the punt up the river in Walter’s place and 
wasn’t there when they found him. He had fallen into the creek at low tide and 
broken his neck on the slabs that protruded from the mud. The incoming tide 
had carried his broken body and deposited it on the shore where a patch of 
scrub hid it from view. Walter was a few months short of his twenty-second 
birthday when he died. It was Mother who directed the searchers to the body. 
She was certain her beautiful son was dead. “He’s in the creek,” she said, 
holding back the tears and pointing with a trembling hand. They followed her 
directions and found him where she had said. 
It’s hard to think about those sad days without emotion. I don’t think 
Mother ever really recovered from the loss. Coupled with Father’s blindness it 
was all a bit much for her. She continued to look after Father and the house, but 
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she was never the same with the third death of a son. She passed away seven 
years later, aged fifty-nine. 
I wonder whether I have ever lived up to her hopes for me. Mother 
struggled with her concern for my safety and her wish to not tie me to her 
apron. She recognised that I was somehow different and that my opinions 
weren’t those of the majority of people in the settlement. However, she couldn’t 
fathom why I spent so much time in later years looking for gold when I could 
have gotten work closer to home with good prospects for advancement. What 
would she have thought if I had told her about Karawara? I know my father 
would have been outraged at the shame it would bring upon the family, but 
Mother was much more broad-minded. Although she may have disapproved, 
she would not have condemned. I was never a great letter writer in my younger 
days and it is only now that I have my own children that I realise how hard it 
must have been for the whole family to have no news. I do know she was 
pleased with Elizabeth and the thought I was finally settling down to start a 
family. It’s a shame she didn’t live long enough to see her grandchildren and 
my achievements at Murrumba. 
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TWENTY-ONE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1849 
 
I was sleeping soundly in my bed at home when I was shaken awake by John. 
“Tom! Tom! Wake up, damn you. The blacks are killing our bullocks.” I sat up 
and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. 
 “What did you say, John?”  
 “The blacks are killing bullocks down past York's Hollow,” he said. 
“We've got to stop them. Come on. Get dressed.” 
 “I don't believe it,” I grumbled, pulling on my trousers and boots. 
“They'd never take our stock. I know them better than that.” Now fully awake, I 
joined John and rushed out the door with a lantern. 
 Before I could ask, John explained the situation. “Apparently, Wamgul 
arrived at the Humby place some time ago. He was agitated and kept on about 
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blacks hamstringing and roasting cattle near the river opposite Kangaroo 
Point.” 
 “Wamgul? I wouldn't believe anything he said.”  
We were joined by Peg-leg and a couple of other men as we hurried 
down the track to York's Hollow. The dogs in the camp erupted when they 
heard my cooee. People emerged from huts, shouting at the dogs to shut them 
up. Wanangga met us near his fireplace, a worried look on his face when he 
saw our number. Yabba appeared and I explained the situation. The old chief’s 
eyes darkened and he ordered a warrior to bring Wamgul to us. Wanangga 
threw some wood on the embers of the fire and blew it back to life. When 
Wamgul was led before Yabba, the young black wilted under the old man's 
stare. 
 “Speak,” said Yabba. “What is this about bullocks?” 
 Wamgul hesitated. The flickering light of the fire exposed raw gashes 
on his left cheek, running jaggedly from his eye to his jaw. A large shiny lump 
adorned the opposite side of his forehead. 
 “Speak!” Yabba commanded. Wamgul jumped in fright and raised his 
hands in front of his face, expecting a blow.  
When it didn't come, he fell to his knees, pleading for mercy. “It was all 
a lie. No one touched the bullocks.” He looked around and then he pointed at a 
shadow standing beyond the light of the fire. “It was her fault,” he said. “She 
made me do it. She beat me for nothing.” 
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I almost cried out when the girl stepped forward and I recognised 
Karawara. I had never seen her in such an agitated state before. “Next time you 
touch me I will cut off your privates with an axe,” she shouted at Wamgul. 
Wamgul took a step backwards, in no doubt she meant what she said. 
“Nallan-kalli! You told lies because you were beaten by a girl,” Yabba 
snorted in contempt. “Get out of my sight.” Wamgul seemed to shrink into 
himself under the weight of the hostile stares that followed him as he left. I had 
no love for Wamgul, yet I still felt a touch of sympathy, for he had been a 
playmate for many years even though we had had our battles. Now he had been 
humiliated, beaten by a young girl. Men and women alike would laugh at him 
and tell jokes about his lack of manly valour. Even the children would mock 
him mercilessly. But he had brought it on himself and could not blame anyone 
else for his acts, in that sense another Grayson. 
“He is a fool, that one,” Yabba spat into the fire. 
“We'll go down to the creek and have a look just the same,” John said 
and I translated for the aborigines.  
Karawara had disappeared but not before looking into my eyes. No one 
else had seen her; it was our secret. I remembered Wamgul’s shredded face and 
the lump on his head and I smiled. Karawara could defend herself as Wamgul 
had found out.  
Wanangga and Durramandi joined us as we set off down the slope to 
look for the wayward cattle. We hadn't gone far when shots rang out behind us 
from the camp. “Shit!” John swore as we ran back towards the huts. The blacks 
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flew past in the opposite direction, bullets whistling above their heads. “Stop 
firing!” shouted John and the guns were silent. The camp was mayhem. 
*** 
John later spoke to Lt Cameron of Her Majesty's 11th Regiment, who told him 
he was fishing from the wharf when his servant found him and informed him of 
the raid on the cattle. After speaking to the magistrate, Cameron called out his 
men and marched off to York’s Hollow to investigate. He stopped his soldiers 
about four hundred yards from the Turrbal camp and divided them into two 
units. Cameron told his men not to shoot unless he gave the word. He then sent 
Sgt Clarke with half the men to skirt around to the left while he went right. 
Signalling his men to follow, he moved through the trees. He was still fifty 
yards from the camp when the dogs started barking to his left. He could hear 
yelling and the camp was in an uproar. 
 When shots rang out ahead of him Cameron had explained to John, he 
cursed and shouted for his men to cease fire and to let the blacks go. He asked 
who had done the shooting and a young private called Cairns owned up. He told 
the lieutenant someone had thrown a boomerang which had nearly hit him. 
Cameron asked who else had fired but was greeted with silence. Just at that 
moment we arrived on the scene. 
 “What the hell do you think you are doing, Cameron?” I confronted the 
officer as he walked towards us. 
 “Calm down Tom and let me do the talking,” John said, pushing me 
aside. When we had heard the shots, I'd feared the worst for my friends in the 
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camp. I was ropable as Cameron explained what had happened, although he did 
apologise for his men's actions. 
 “We can take care of this ourselves,” John told the lieutenant. “After all, 
the bullocks are ours. There's no point blundering about in the dark. Enough 
damage has been done already.” 
 “Yes, how many have you killed, you bastards?” I shouted at the 
soldiers. 
 “Tom! Enough! There's nothing more to be done this night. We'll come 
back in the morning. And without your assistance, Lieutenant. I bid you good 
night.” John turned, dragging me with him. 
 “Good night, Mr Petrie,” Cameron said, glaring in my direction. He 
turned away, shouting orders. The soldiers set off at a trot towards the town, 
happy to be going back to their beds, I would think. 
I had wanted to seek out Karawara but couldn't tell John that. He was in 
no mood for further discussion as we traipsed back to the house. The following 
day I was up and on the track to York's Hollow in the first light of dawn, not 
knowing what I would find at the camp. Luckily, as it turned out, no one had 
been killed, although four people were wounded, including Wamgul. Yabba 
was seated cross-legged at his fire when I arrived. He gestured with his hand 
and I sat down beside him. The old man's gaze was lost in the flames so I held 
my tongue and waited for him to speak. Yabba had seen his people all but 
destroyed, his homeland taken from him and it pressed down upon his 
shoulders. He was tired. He had done his best but it would never be enough. 
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The magui were too many and only too willing to wipe what they saw as the 
black scourge off the face of the earth, their Mother. 
He took my hand in his and turned it over, examining it closely. “Your 
hand is browned by the sun and roughened by the land,” he said, his bony 
fingers tracing the calluses. “Although your skin is white beneath that hat and 
your clothes, Tommy, I took you as my son. You must tell the ‘diamonds’ to 
stop shooting at us.” The old man released my hand and patted my knee. He 
reached behind and grabbed a log which he threw on the fire before retreating 
into his shell. I left him to his thoughts and went in search of Wanangga. 
“Wamgul was shot in the thigh and they’ve taken him to the hospital to 
recover,” Wanangga said. Wamgul’s lies had led the inhabitants of Brisbane to 
think the Aboriginal people were gathering to attack the town, which of course 
was not true. “The cattle aren’t missing, we found them down by the creek,” 
Wanangga added.  
Not only had Wamgul caused strife for his people, but his actions had 
led to the dismissal of Chief Constable Fitzgerald, who was censured for 
retiring to his bed after hearing the news of the attack, instead of looking into it 
himself. On returning to the barracks, three of the soldiers who had gone with 
Cameron to York’s Hollow were found to be missing some of their ammunition 
and were brought to trial. Peg-leg followed the proceedings and kept me 
informed. “The charges against two of the soldiers were dropped due to lack of 
evidence,” he said. “However, Private Cairns was sentenced to six months in 
Sydney Gaol for assault with intent to cause harm.” He got off lightly as he 
 137 
 
 
could have gotten up to three years for his offence but the judge was lenient, 
citing the defendant’s honesty in owning up to firing at the Aboriginal people 
and taking into consideration his youth. 
 I visited Wamgul in the hospital and let him have a piece of my mind. I 
was angry at the uproar he had caused. “You are rotten to the core,” I told him. 
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
He had stirred up bad feelings in the whites towards the aboriginals at 
York’s Hollow and he had handed the settlers an excuse to further stifle the 
black population. Brisbane was growing and it would only be a matter of time 
before the Turrbal would be pushed off their land so that new immigrants could 
build on it. The last thing they wanted was to cause trouble with the whites.  
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TWENTY-TWO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1850 
 
Karawara and I had arranged to meet at the honey tree but I had been held up at 
the lumber yard by my father and had arrived late for the rendezvous. She was 
nowhere in sight when I arrived, so I assumed she had returned to the camp. I 
was disappointed and was about to turn for home when I heard a scream 
coming from the direction of the camp. I spurred my horse and rode as fast as I 
could but I was too late. Karawara lay slumped, dead in her father’s arms, white 
foam spilling from her mouth. Her eyes were open but they couldn’t see the 
sky. Mindi-Mindi rocked back and forth, keening in a low voice, oblivious to 
my presence. I jumped from my horse and staggered towards them. I 
recognised the signs of poisoning. Not my Karawara, it wasn’t possible. The 
old man turned and snapped something incomprehensible through his teeth. I 
backed away from the horrific scene.  
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 I awoke not knowing how long I’d slept. I hurt all over. I moaned when 
I saw the congealed blood and the state of my bruised body from the headlong 
rush through the scrub. Karawara was dead, the realisation hit me. I stood up, as 
well as I could, and was greeted by the sight of my horse grazing nearby. I had 
no idea how the animal had found me. I mounted and rode towards the hills, 
haunted by what I had seen before passing out. One thing was sure; I couldn’t 
face my family in the state I was in. I didn’t know where I would go, just that it 
had to be far from Brisbane. I wanted to be alone. 
 Who was responsible for Karawara’s death? I had seen the half-eaten 
damper beside her body and supposed the flour had been laced with poison. 
Only whites had access to poison. But why? It didn’t make sense. The damper. 
I was meant to share it with Karawara. Was I also a target? If so, would it be 
safe for me to go home? I let my horse make its way along aboriginal pathways 
through the scrub, my mind in turmoil. I felt numbed by the senseless killings 
that seemed endless. I was sick of the corruption and the toxicity of the white 
community. I was ashamed of the colour of my skin.  
That night, I camped beside a swift-running creek in the foothills, the 
swish of the water soothing. After wandering aimlessly for two days, I finally 
arrived back at the house, dirty, bedraggled and quiet. Mother was on the verge 
of sending out yet another search party—I’m afraid I had worried her on a 
number of occasions when I had gone into the bush and not returned when 
expected. I told Mother I had been at York’s Hollow with my friends and that 
my horse had been frightened by a snake and thrown me into a thorn bush, and 
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that was that. Over the following days and weeks, I kept reliving that day 
looking for something I could have changed. I was resentful towards my father 
for delaying me at the yard, but it wasn’t his fault. When you think about it, he 
saved my life. Father and Mother detected a change in their son. I was closed to 
them, stiff and moody. There was no one I could talk to about Karawara. 
Wanangga knew about our relationship but he was away working in the north. I 
felt isolated and restless within the confines of the family. I had to get away. 
I had often spoken of going to look for gold and that was what I said to 
my parents as I prepared my gear for the long road ahead. Parental protests fell 
on deaf ears. I could not be dissuaded. I needed to get away to somewhere I was 
not known and wouldn’t be easy to find. The murderer was still on the loose 
and I was worried for my safety. I left early one morning before the town 
awoke, heading west towards Ipswich and over the range to the Downs where I 
would turn south in the direction of the Turon gold strike. Perhaps I would get 
lucky and strike it rich. 
With Karawara’s death, Mindi-Mindi withdrew into himself and never 
left his camp. He spent his days fishing and thinking of revenge. He would find 
his daughter’s killer and send him to the ancestors. That was the law. 
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TWENTY-THREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1852 
 
On the day I would leave the Turon goldfields to return to Brisbane, I opened 
my eyes to the sound of raucous laughter. I swore under my breath and rolled 
onto my back with a groan. My head felt as though the kookaburras were inside 
it. I tried opening my eyes and regretted it instantly. The early morning light 
was still too much. I drew the grubby blanket up over my head and went back 
to sleep. 
 When I awoke some time later my head still felt the same. I threw back 
the blanket and managed to swing my legs over the side of the bed. I sat 
looking at my feet, wondering how I had managed to get my boots off. My 
tongue felt thick and furry. I lurched to my feet and grabbed my water bottle off 
the table. I drank, water spilling down my chin onto my chest, forming small 
rivulets through the grime. I staggered outside to relieve myself only to be 
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blinded by the sun. I lifted a hand in front of my face to block out the fierce 
rays. I almost fell into a trench, where I relieved myself, the sweat already 
damp under my armpits and running down my back. I looked at the scene of 
desolation that surrounded me, caused by the greed of men. As far as my eye 
could see, the land was a mess of holes, trenches, pits and assorted heaps of 
rubble, the lot strewn with a multitude of discarded objects such as broken 
tools, paper, food scraps, rags and various other items. Not a blade of grass or 
tree had survived the assault of those hungry for gold. A haze of heat and dust 
lay over the ground like a cloak, distorting the landscape into a vision of hell. 
 Sounds of digging and hammering drove me back into my tent. I fell 
back on my bunk, exhausted. No work today. I had never been a big drinker. 
My father was a strict teetotaller, yet accepted that others enjoyed a drink or 
two, as long as it was kept within reason. When I had arrived at the fields two 
years before, I had fallen in with a lad from Sydney who had plied me with 
alcohol and taken all my money when I passed out in the street behind the bar. I 
was forced to sell my horse and saddle so I could buy tools and stake a claim. I 
worked all day, pick swinging, shovel digging, hands grovelling in the dirt, 
sieving, washing, searching. I found enough yellow to keep me going, always 
thinking that a big nugget could pop up at any moment. I tried to erase the 
memories by attacking the earth in a frenzy, perhaps with the hope that gold 
could replace the treasure I had lost. I concentrated on the job at hand, 
forbidding my mind to wander. I dealt with the nights by getting drunk so that I 
would pass out and not dream when I eventually crawled into my bunk. 
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Sometimes I thought about my family and wondered how they were faring. But 
thinking of Brisbane only brought up other images. 
 A movement outside the tent returned me to the present. A figure stood 
outlined against the sky and leaned into the tent, the better to discern its 
occupant. 
“Tommy?” 
 “Wanangga? How did you find me?” I was ashamed of the state in 
which my friend now saw me. 
*** 
I staggered, then fell, raising a puff of red dust on the grassless plain. Some 
distance ahead, Wanangga stopped, sensing something had happened. He was a 
tall, thin man and as straight as the spear he carried. He turned and looked back 
through the shimmering heat at my prostrate form. He shifted his spear from 
one hand to the other and started walking unhurriedly towards me.  
Wanangga sat down beside me and lifted my head so I could drink from 
the skin bag he was carrying. I spluttered and water washed over my parched 
lips into my beard, then fell to disappear in the dust. My eyes opened and I 
looked into his smiling face, the well-remembered, chiseled features and the 
initiation scars that adorned the forehead. Wanangga helped me to my feet and 
managed to half drag, half carry me to a nearby tree which offered some shelter 
from the sun. I slumped to the ground and passed out. 
Some hours later, I came to my senses. The western horizon was the 
colour of blood in the early evening. A crescent moon was faintly visible while 
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a slight breeze eased the heat of the day. A group of white cockatoos screeched 
as they settled to roost in a nearby tree. Wanangga had made a fire and sat 
cross-legged next to it. I felt the stiffness in my joints. I moved carefully, sat 
down opposite Wanangga and hunched over with my arms on my knees. I 
stared into the fire. 
 “My father saw you in a dream,” Wanangga said in the Turrbal 
language, stirring the coals with a stick. “That is how I found you.” 
 I continued to stare at the fire a moment. “You should have left me to 
rot,” I replied, the language rusty from disuse. I didn’t want to think about the 
events that had led to my downward spiral. That had been the whole point of 
leaving in the first place—to forget. But I couldn’t shake the nightmares that 
came every night and left me sweating and trembling, despite the alcohol. 
 Wanangga passed me a strip of dried meat. “Eat. You need to rebuild 
your strength.” I tore off a piece of the meat and chewed it thoroughly. 
 “You can’t hide forever. It is time you woke up. Nothing you do can 
change the past. Have you forgotten you are turrwan, a great man?” 
 “That’s a joke. I’m not half the man people think I am. I should have 
done more.” 
 “There are evil men in the world who will stop at nothing,” Wanangga 
said, then changed tack. “Your family worries for you. No news for so long. 
You cannot turn your back on your people.” 
 I looked at Wanangga. “Have you seen my father?”  
 145 
 
 
“Yes, he is as well as can be expected. He still does his rounds every 
day, telling the workers what to do. Your sister Isabella has become his eyes 
now.” 
 “And Yabba?” 
 “When you disappeared, he looked for you for a long time. Your parents 
were vague about where you had gone. Then he had a dream.” 
 I sighed, and changed the subject. “I suppose they never found who did 
it?” 
 “No, there was no trace. But I suspect Wamgul; he is bad that one.” 
 “Wamgul? Would he have had the guts to kill Karawara?” 
 “I have no idea. You will have to talk to him.” 
 I clasped my head in my hands. “I don’t know. My head hurts. I’m too 
tired to think.” The very air seemed oppressive. The sounds of the night rasped 
in my ears. 
 “You need to sleep. Tomorrow we have a long walk.” With that, 
Wanangga stretched out beside the fire. I followed suit and closed my eyes. But 
sleep eluded me as I thought of Karawara. And Wamgul. 
The time it took to walk from Turon to Brisbane, I had well and truly 
sobered up. Sobered up to face going home, to see my family, to remember. I 
had forgotten what it was like to sleep beneath the stars surrounded by the 
familiar sounds of the bush—the throb of the bullfrogs puffing their breasts, the 
persistent shrill of the cicadas, replaced on nightfall by the trill of crickets, the 
birds calling the coming dark as they settled in their roosts. I filled my lungs 
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with the fragrant air, then let out my breath, expelling the goldfield dust. Above 
me, I recognised the “seven sisters,” a milky blur pin-pricked by bursts of light, 
like diamonds in the snow. To the south, the Cross dominated the heavens; 
Mirrabooka, the aboriginals call the cluster. Biami the Good Spirit needed help 
to keep a watchful eye on the tribes and chose a wise man called Mirrabooka 
for the job. He gave the old man a spirit form and set him among the stars 
where he would be able to look down on his beloved people for all eternity. 
And the people knew it was Mirrabooka looking down at them. His eyes were 
what we whites call the Pointers. And now perhaps the eyes of Karawara also 
were looking down at all the world, still present, watching over me.  
I had gone over the events of that fateful day so many times and decided 
it had to be a white man behind the killing, as the blacks had no access to 
poison. And whoever put the strychnine in the flour must have known 
Karawara was making the damper to share with me. It was more logical to think 
that I had been the target as I would have eaten the poisoned bread with 
Karawara if I hadn’t been delayed. The killer must have seen us meeting and 
decided to poison us both, but why? Wanangga suspected Wamgul. Did he hate 
me enough to want both me and Karawara dead? Because we humiliated him? 
Was it revenge?  
In the settlement, there were those like squatter Larken who resented my 
relationship with the aborigines and my defence of their so-called rights. Many 
whites had given their lives to establish the colony. To those still living, the 
aboriginals were a menace, killing good people who were only doing their job. 
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Why hadn’t I associated with the whites of my own age when I was a boy, they 
asked? I had run wild, a myall, and couldn’t be contained. Worse, I was a friend 
of that killer Dundalli; I’d admitted it on more than one occasion. Knew 
nothing about the murders Dundalli was supposed to have committed nor where 
he could be found, though; it goes without saying. In the minds of my 
detractors, I knew where he was. Hadn’t I been part of the blacks’ initiation 
ceremonies? What’s more, didn’t they call me turrwan, a great man? I’d turned 
my back on the whites. I was one of the savages, probably their spy. 
But what could they gain by my murder? I had no answer to that. No, I 
had to find Wamgul. Who else could help? Mindi-Mindi? No, he would be as 
likely to kill me as anything else. In fact, if I was indeed the intended target, the 
killer was probably still out there and may try again. In my mind at that time, 
Grayson was still a ghost, an unknown entity, but who might be stalking me at 
this very moment. I hadn’t thought about that before. I had been beyond reach 
on the goldfields but if the killer was still in Brisbane I would have to be on my 
guard. Whoever had done it had watched the camp and waited until no one was 
around to plant the poison. It was a premeditated operation, no doubt. My visits 
had not gone unobserved by someone who wanted me dead. 
When we arrived back in Brisbane I was greeted with hugs and tears, 
especially from my mother, and my father offered me a job. I went looking for 
Wamgul and was told he had joined the Native Police and gone north. The 
confrontation I had intended would have to wait. As the months passed I grew 
more and more restless, finding it hard to settle back into a routine. It was good 
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to see the family and old friends again, but Brisbane was still where Karawara 
had died and the memories were painful. When rumours arrived of huge 
amounts of gold being dug from the ground in Victoria, I could no longer resist.  
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TWENTY-FOUR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1854 
 
The proprietor of the store greeted me as I came through the door and edged my 
way to his counter. I said good-day and handed the man my shopping list. 
 Crosbie nodded, took the list and began assembling the various items—
a pound of tea, sugar, flour and so on. The owner of Crosbie’s General Store, 
which was printed in large letters on the front of the slab building, was a man of 
few words who disclosed little of his life previous to building the store, 
apparently in anticipation of the gold rush. I think he had been a shepherd for a 
local squatter. He had a hard face, but not brutal. He looked sixty but was much 
younger, by all accounts. 
 I had been working along the Yarrowee Creek for some time and was a 
regular customer at Crosbie’s store which sat atop Specimen Hill, overlooking 
the workings that stretched along the watercourse up to the hills beyond. The 
 150 
 
 
chaos of tents and tortured soil was a replica of the dozens, even hundreds of 
similar goldfields in the Ballarat and Bendigo area. Over the months I had been 
working my claim, I had dug out enough gold to keep me going and I had a ring 
made up. Later, I lost it a couple of times in Brisbane, once in the river when I 
was working. A chain caught my hand and pulled the ring off and it splashed 
into the water. I dived and dived but couldn't find it. I came back a couple of 
days later and went down again. I was groping along the bottom when my 
fingers passed over a rock and there it was, sitting waiting for me. The best 
things in my life tended to happen in this way. I thought they were lost, but 
when I went back I found they were still there. Except for Karawara. 
 My claim at Ballarat was only a few miles from Eureka where the 
miners rebelled over the taxes they were forced to pay the government. There 
were many heated discussions around the campfires where some of the leaders 
spoke fervently of the cause. I've never been one for politics and kept pretty 
much out of the whole thing. I just wanted to make that ever-so-elusive “big 
find” that would set me up for life, and get the hell out of the place. But that 
was not what made me leave just before the trouble erupted.  
After I paid for my purchases at the store that day, I made my way to the 
back room which served as a meeting place, somewhere to relax. I sat down at 
the table and reached across for a newspaper someone had left behind. I was 
pleasantly surprised when I turned it over and saw it was the Moreton Bay 
Courier. There would be news of home. I was flipping through the pages when 
a headline caught my eye. 
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EXAMINATION AND COMMITTAL OF THE MURDERER DUNDALLI 
 PURSUANT to remand, the notorious aboriginal Dundalli was brought 
before the Brisbane Bench again yesterday, to answer for some of the 
numerous outrages wherewith he stands charged. An interpreter was in 
attendance, but the scoundrel plainly understood everything that was said. 
The evidence of Mr. William Wilson, identifying the prisoner by the 
name of Dundalli, was first read, after which the charges were proceeded 
with seriatim, as follows: 
 
The article went on to say that Dundalli was charged with robbery with 
violence and the murders of Mr Gregor, Mrs Shannon, William Waller and 
William Buller. When I finished reading I glanced at the date the newspaper 
had been published: the third of June 1854. The paper was more than four 
months old. I was sure if Dundalli was brought to trial he would be convicted 
and the only possible sentence would be the gallows. I had to get back to 
Brisbane as fast as possible and hope I would arrive in time. I tore the page out 
of the paper and stuffed it in my pocket. The first thing was to sell my claim. I 
went to the front of the store and explained the situation to Mr Crosbie, who 
assured me he knew of a potential buyer who was staying at the hotel.  
I found the man, quickly made a deal and went to pack my things. I set 
out for Melbourne the following day with the intention of booking passage on a 
ship to Brisbane. I was cantering along the road a few miles from the diggings 
when a shot rang out. Instinctively, I flattened my body along the horse and 
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urged the beast into a gallop. I heard two more shots but luckily they missed me 
and I was soon out of range. Someone had known I was leaving. I assumed at 
the time, that it was a robber who must have thought I would be carrying gold 
and had tried to ambush me. But this was not the case, as I would find out many 
years later. 
*** 
As a youngster, I saw Dundalli from time to time when he dropped in for a chat 
with the locals. There were many among the Turrbal who did not welcome him 
with open arms. He was known as a troublemaker from a clan to the north, 
someone who caused strife wherever he went. He couldn’t see that it was futile 
trying to resist the whites. No, Dundalli insisted on keeping the old ways but 
the whites saw him as a law-breaker. And if you stood against British law you 
suffered the consequences, as Dundalli eventually would. 
 For a long time, Dundalli totally ignored me, the gawping white boy 
trying to make out I was one of the people. But as the years passed, he 
gradually took an interest in my unusual situation. It wasn’t until many years 
later that he told me that when he first looked at me, Dundalli was wondering 
how he could use the white boy in his struggle against the whites, but had 
dismissed the idea. I wasn’t much use to him in the end, when he was inevitably 
caught and put on trial. 
 On arriving back in Brisbane, I went to visit Dundalli in his cell and was 
able to persuade the guard to let me see my friend. I was searched and the guard 
stood watch as I spoke to Dundalli through the bars. I asked if he were being 
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well treated and he was, Dundalli said. “Can’t you get me out?” he asked. “You 
can tell them what a good man I am. They will listen to you.” I tried to explain 
that I could do nothing. Dundalli would be tried before a judge and no doubt 
condemned for murders he may or may not have committed, even if the proof 
of his guilt was far from established.  
“It was Wamgul who led the police to me,” Dundalli explained. 
Apparently, Wamgul had been given leave from his regiment with the Native 
Police and had gone to Bowen Hills to look up his relatives. That was where he 
learnt that the notorious Dundalli had been seen working in Brisbane. 
Dundalli remembered the day, years before, when Wamgul had 
approached him, wanting to be one of his band. Dundalli asked him if he had 
ever killed anyone and he replied that he had. “I stared him in the eyes,” he 
said, “and Wamgul dropped his gaze.” 
“I killed someone with poison,” Wamgul looked at his feet and told the 
tale of how he had poisoned Karawara because she had broken the law and lain 
with a white man when she was promised to another man in the tribe. Dundalli, 
I think, was reminding me of what I owed. It had all came out in a rush and 
Wamgul was breathless when he finished. He had not named me, knowing I 
was Dundalli’s friend. That would surely sign his death warrant. He said he had 
tried to kill the white man too but he had escaped. By now, I think Dundalli had 
guessed who the white man was. 
 He told me he looked Wamgul up and down and said, “We don’t take 
women with us. This is a man’s job,” not hiding his disdain. Wamgul stood 
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rooted to the spot, unable to fully grasp what had just transpired. It was the 
sniggers of the other warriors that jarred him. 
Dundalli learnt to his cost that Wamgul would never forget the 
humiliation he had felt that day. To be belittled, called a woman, by the man he 
admired above all, was unacceptable. And when Wamgul heard he was in 
Brisbane, under the noses of those who would dearly love to end his murdering 
ways, Wamgul saw his chance to make a name for himself as the black tracker 
who caught the famous Dundalli. When Dundalli was safely in chains, Wamgul 
had mocked him. “You are just like all the others I have hunted down with my 
regiment. You are nothing, even less than a woman. I am the one doing a man’s 
job getting rid of troublemakers like you.”  
The Turrbal had been at odds with the Ningy-Ningy and Bribie Island 
tribes for some time. Dundalli himself had led raids on York’s Hollow in 
retribution for the locals helping the whites by providing information and black 
trackers for the police, so he had many enemies among the Turrbal. Dundalli 
told me he had come to Meanjin to see what the whites were doing and had 
been engaged by a brick maker called Massie to cut down some trees in 
Fortitude Valley. He was sitting on a log having a break when he felt a presence 
behind him. He turned in time to see Wamgul swinging his waddy at his head. 
Dundalli ducked the blow and threw himself at his assailant. They were 
struggling on the ground when half a dozen police, who had been hiding in the 
scrub, surrounded him and ordered him to surrender. With six rifles pointed at 
him he had no choice. 
 155 
 
 
I wanted to help Dundalli and had a heated discussion with my father 
about it. He warned me that the mood in town was ugly and that many people 
were calling for Dundalli to be hanged. Father said it would serve the aboriginal 
little if I testified at the trial. Rather, it would only serve to further anger those 
who questioned my loyalty to the white community. The whites were afraid of 
Dundalli, whose reputation as a “savage murderer” had grown to mythical 
proportions over the years. They wanted him dead. Father reminded me that 
those aboriginals previously accused of the murders, despite being found guilty 
and sentenced to death, had later been released. “If you have any sense, you 
will stay out of it,” he said. 
 I was in the court on the day of his trial. It was held in a rudimentary 
room on the top floor of the old convict barracks at the southern end of Queen 
St. The judge was Mr Roger Therry up from Sydney. When the trial opened, 
Therry ordered the sheriff to bring Dundalli from the gaol, which was situated 
on the ground floor directly below the court room. Dundalli was bustled into 
the court encircled by six constables; his hands were tied behind his back and 
he was wearing leg irons. The jailers had dressed him in European clothes and 
had cut his hair short. Dundalli’s counsel, Mr Faucett, protested that it was 
inappropriate for his client to be so manacled. However, the sheriff argued that 
there was a real risk of the defendant trying to escape and, given his size and 
strength, the chains were justified. In all, Dundalli spent seven months chained 
and in solitary confinement. Therry dismissed the plea and called the first 
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witness. James Davis, an escaped convict Father had brought back from the 
bush, was to act as interpreter, although Dundalli spoke quite good English. 
 At one stage during the proceedings, Dundalli saw me and beckoned me 
over. “Lend me one sixpence, and I’ll give it to that fellow up there, and he’ll 
let me off,” he said, indicating the judge. I explained that it was not possible 
and that the judge would not take his money. He shook his head, perplexed, as I 
made my way back to my seat. I could see the judge was not pleased by this 
interruption as he scowled at Dundalli from his bench. 
 I felt sorry for my friend. He knew how British justice worked, but 
refused to accept its authority. Dundalli was a turrwan and lawman for his 
people who had entrusted him to uphold traditional law. The Kilcoy massacre 
set off a long and complicated process of negotiations between the relatives of 
those who were killed in order to determine the guilty parties and the retribution 
to be exacted.  
 The evidence presented to the court by sawyer James Smith, an 
uneducated ex-convict, was unconvincing. When Smith identified him, 
Dundalli defiantly denied any involvement. Instead, he offered to row the judge 
to Sydney in exchange for his liberty. I suspect Therry was in awe of Dundalli 
and completely misread him. The judge later wrote in his memoir that Dundalli 
was “a man of the most savage ferocity . . . whose intelligence betrayed a sad 
and pitiful inferiority to the European mind.”  
 In his summary, Mr Faucett was eloquent and made a forceful appeal to 
the jury on behalf of his client. But I could see by the judge’s reaction that he 
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made a mistake when he called into question the British government’s supposed 
protection policies for the blacks. Therry was known to be a staunch defender 
of the British system, and he did not like anyone who dared criticise it. When 
he addressed the jury, he told them he strongly disagreed with what the 
counsellor had said and proceeded to go back over the evidence. 
 It took the jury fifteen minutes to return a verdict of guilty. Therry had 
no hesitation in sentencing Dundalli to be hung by the neck until dead. And a 
job well done, Therry had said, for the man was a barbarian with no respect for 
human life and deserved to die. It would serve as a reminder to the rest of the 
mobs that British justice would bring down its wrath upon the head of all who 
opposed white rule. Dundalli was bundled out of the court and taken back to his 
cell. 
I went to the execution and saw them drag Dundalli to the gantry, his 
hands firmly tied behind his back, the clinking of his leg irons the only sound in 
the early dawn. Even the birds were strangely quiet as if they sensed the 
occasion. The square was full of the curious citizens of the town, come to see 
the black wretch dangle at the end of a rope. The police were out in force, ready 
to prevent any attempt to help the condemned man escape. Dundalli looked 
around and saw me in the crowd. In his own language, he pleaded with me to 
help. I shook my head. There was nothing I could do.  
The expression on his face made me lower my eyes to the ground. 
Dundalli straightened and saw his people watching from the hill by the 
windmill. Defiant to the end, he shouted at them to be strong and to avenge his 
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death by killing Wamgul who was responsible for his capture. Green, the 
executioner, slipped the rope around my poor friend’s neck and pulled it tight, 
cutting off the angry outburst. He then placed a hood on the condemned head 
and drew the bolt. Dundalli fell, accompanied by the cries of his people.  
The hangman had miscalculated and the rope was too long. Dundalli 
landed on his own coffin where he swayed on his feet, the rope taut around his 
neck. Green pulled the coffin away, seized Dundalli’s legs and tied them up 
behind his back. He then grabbed the swinging man around the waist and hung 
there, adding his weight to speed up the process. Dundalli was not granted the 
swift demise of a broken neck. He slowly strangled, his body convulsing like a 
gruesome puppet until, with a final jerk, he was still. I turned away, sickened by 
the spectacle. He had not deserved that.  
Wamgul was with the Native Police, a band of killers whose 
predilection for attacks on innocent aboriginals was being talked about and 
condemned in some circles. But for the most part, and especially on the 
frontier, the whites turned a blind eye. Many of the atrocities were never even 
reported and those that were often bore little resemblance to the truth. The 
Native Police were a law unto themselves and they terrorised their own people. 
Where was he now, I wondered? Dundalli’s last words had sentenced Wamgul 
to death if he ever dared show his face in the area again.  
After Dundalli’s death, I kept busy surveying new roads to provide 
better access in and out of Brisbane. I finally found the courage to visit Mindi-
Mindi at Breakfast Creek and was surprised when he didn’t try to kill me. I had 
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come armed just in case. Instead, the old blackfella invited me to the campfire 
where we ate freshly caught fish in silence. When we finished eating, Mindi-
Mindi told me he had been haunted by his daughter’s murder and that he had to 
find the killer. He had come to accept that it wasn’t entirely my fault Karawara 
was dead and that, working together, we might find out what had happened. 
And so we became good friends over the years. Later, when I had my own 
place at North Pine, Mindi-Mindi would regularly drop in for a chat. 
When I told him what Dundalli had said before he died, the old 
fisherman’s eyes flashed. “Wamgul!” It sounded like a curse.  
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TWENTY-FIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1855 
 
The first time I set eyes on Elizabeth I was smitten. Since Karawara, I had 
been reluctant to enter a new relationship. I had brief episodes with women 
on the goldfields, over virtually before they started. Karawara’s memory was 
still too fresh in my mind. Now, some of the young women of Brisbane were 
keen to make my acquaintance. I suppose I was a fairly handsome man and 
women seemed to be attracted by the idea of a brave bushman who went 
unharmed among the wild blacks. My exploits were often a source of 
conversation since my return from the goldfields. The only problem was that 
I was hardly ever seen around the town. 
Elizabeth, with her brother and his wife, had been invited to our 
house for dinner. When she entered the dining room I was lost in the crowd 
of my siblings. Her brother had just introduced her to Father when I stepped 
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forward and held out my hand. “Welcome to Brisbane, Miss Campbell. It’s a 
real pleasure to meet you.” I was surprised by what I had just done. Some 
impulse had driven me forward and I had spoken before I knew it. I was 
normally last in the crush when it came to introductions to young women. 
 She later said she was quite impressed when she met me. To 
Elizabeth, freshly off the boat from Scotland, I was wild and exotic, a 
completely different species of male to those she had met to date. Elizabeth 
was of medium height but I seemed to tower over her. I released her hand 
and let someone else take my place. 
 I admired her beauty as she talked with Father at the dinner table. 
She had an honest, open look with a faint hint of a smile on her lips, and a 
strong chin. Long black hair curled down to her shoulders. She sat straight, 
yet her slim body was relaxed. The low-cut dress revealed the curve of her 
breasts, the white skin of her arms almost translucent. She told me later that 
she could feel the heat of my stare as she talked to Father. She was a little 
uneasy as this was the first time she had spoken at length with a blind man. 
Yet, despite his affliction Father acted like any normal person. Elizabeth’s 
brother had warned her that Mr Petrie had caught some disease years ago 
and lost his sight. Now he was worried about his wife, my mother, who was 
grievously ill in bed and would not be joining us for dinner. 
 “Did you know the aboriginals use dolphins to help them fish?” I 
said for want of something better to say to the attractive woman across the 
table. Before she could answer, I blustered on, “I’ve seen them myself on 
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Stradbroke Island. When the tailor are running the aboriginals gather along 
the beach and beat the water with spears and sticks, calling all the while to 
the dolphins, asking for their help. And they oblige by herding the fish 
towards the shallows where they are speared or scooped into nets.” 
 She looked at me with big, round, brown eyes flecked with gold as 
though she thought I was telling her a fishy tale. “Is that so?” she smiled. 
 “Yes, yes, it’s true. Isn’t it Father?” I sought the backing of a higher 
authority. 
 “I wouldn’t believe all the stories this young fellow may tell you 
Miss Campbell, but this one at least is true. I witnessed the event myself 
when we first arrived in the colony.” 
 “Ah, then it truly is a wonderful thing. I would love to see it one 
day,” she said, turning back to me. 
 Dare I? “Maybe I could act as your guide, with your brother’s 
permission of course. What about tomorrow?” I expect the eagerness was 
apparent in my voice. 
 “I’ll come along as chaperone,” Isa piped up, drawing a frown from 
me. 
 “Sorry to interfere with your plans Tom, but have you forgotten your 
trip to Whiteside? That can’t wait, you know.” Father broke the spell. 
 The only trip I wanted to take was with this young lady.  
 Elizabeth hid her disappointment well. “Work before play,” she 
laughed. “Maybe when you come back from the bush then, Mr Petrie.” 
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 I lay awake wondering when I would see Elizabeth again. I was 
supposed to take a message to the Griffins and then was expected to carry on 
with my survey work. The governor was growing impatient and wanted the 
work done immediately. I could be away for weeks.  
For the first time in my life the idea of leaving town didn’t excite me. I 
would have preferred to stay at home. Elizabeth’s face kept floating into my 
mind. I knew very little about her but she was the most attractive woman I 
had met in a long time. Not afraid to speak her mind, it seemed, and there 
was something about the way she carried herself that showed strength of 
character. She told Father she could ride and was looking forward to 
discovering the surrounding countryside. That was promising, I thought. 
Most of the young women around town could ride. However, they mostly 
confined themselves to the well-trodden roads. Would Elizabeth be willing 
to go further, well off the track into the wild country? There was so much I 
wanted to show her. But Stradbroke first. Watching the dolphins would be a 
fitting way to introduce her to my world. 
*** 
Some weeks later, I was supervising the loading of supplies into the boat 
when Isa arrived on the dock with Elizabeth. I doffed my hat and shook Miss 
Campbell’s hand, welcoming her to the expedition with assurances she was 
in good hands. 
 “Oh, I’m sure I’ll be fine, Mr Petrie,” Elizabeth replied. “I have no 
doubt in your abilities.” 
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 “ 
 I introduced Wanangga, who was standing beside me, impatient to 
meet the girl I had invited along. 
 When all was ready we climbed into the boat and pushed away from 
the wharf. The convicts rowed for a while, then pulled in their oars and 
hoisted sail. Wanangga sat by the tiller and as we went downriver I named 
just about every bird and tree we saw, intermingled with endless stories 
about the aboriginal people and their customs. The journey, and the stay on 
the island, was like a fairy tale for Elizabeth. She was transported into a 
world of unbridled nature filled with mysterious animals and birds. She was 
somewhat stiff with the blacks at first but their humour and laughter soon 
loosened her up, the mantles of a strict upbringing in a God-fearing home 
slipping from her shoulders.  
 The convicts had erected the tent in a small sheltered clearing on the 
edge of the beach and had long left for their own camp at Amity. The two 
women would share the tent while Wanangga and I slept on the sand beside 
the fire. Later that evening, in the light of the fire, with the sound of the 
waves lapping on the shore, first an emu then a kangaroo appeared out of the 
shadows and danced for the audience. The dancers set the rhythm with their 
clapsticks, the sharp beats puncturing the air. The Nunukle people who lived 
on Minjerribah, their name for Stradbroke, were happy because their friend 
Tommy had brought his woman to the island, although I denied there was 
anything between us. This was a special performance for “Mrs Tommy.” 
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 The next day, our party of four, Isa, Elizabeth myself and Wanangga, 
followed the coast around to the eastern side of Minjerribah where the ocean 
rolled in unchecked. I led them to a deep gorge that cut into the rocky 
shoreline. Large turtles swam in the frothing water far below us. To the 
south, a beach of white sand stretched into the hazy distance. 
 We followed an ancient pathway that wove inland through groves of 
low trees adorned with big bright husks of creamy flowers that I identified as 
Banksia. The sand was firm to walk on from the countless feet that had 
passed there before us. We came upon the lake late in the afternoon. The 
shadows of the trees leant across the still water cloaking the edges in 
darkness. “The rusty colour of the water comes from the leaves of the ti trees 
that border the lake,” I said. “This is a special place to the aboriginals, but 
isn’t everywhere special? Each hill, each gully, tree, bird, the air, the sea, all 
play their part. The land is like a mother, to be revered and respected.”  
We bathed in the tepid liquid. I took my shirt off but kept my trousers 
on, while Elizabeth’s dress billowed around her. “Oh, this is so good,” 
Elizabeth said as she floated on the calm surface. “I feel as though I am in a 
soothing lotion.” And in something else, an intangible element she was 
unable to put into words, as though the water was a living thing.  
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TWENTY-SIX 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mother passed away that winter and was buried in Paddington Cemetery. 
Peg-leg stood beside me, weeping. He had adored my mother as did all the 
old convicts. Later, he would get rip-roaring drunk to give the saintly Mary a 
proper send-off. My mother had gone all too soon and would be missed. For 
my own part, I could hardly comprehend that I would never see her again. 
She had been ill for some time and we had known her death was close, but it 
didn’t make it any easier when she eventually left us. I felt numb at first, 
then the hurt set in.  
Father was consumed with grief. He threw himself into his work and 
was led about by Isabella on his daily rounds of all the construction sites, 
continually astonishing his employees with his capacity for discovering 
shoddy work or something that needed fixing. He would go through a 
building touching everything, every beam of timber, the walls, the bricks . . . 
He took his time doing this, as though he extracted some form of ethereal 
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elixir from the timber that gave him the strength to go on. At home he often 
stroked the “Petrie Pine” he had brought from the bush in the early years, the 
pleasure of running his fingers over the smooth grain undiminished with the 
passing of time. His hands had become his eyes. 
Elizabeth and I had become more than friends and we spent as much 
time together as possible when I was in town. However, our courting was not 
always easy. For her part, Elizabeth had ended a joyless relationship with a 
man in Edinburgh and had been relieved when the opportunity to travel to 
Australia had presented itself. Despite the attraction to me, she was reticent 
to enter a new relationship so soon after gaining her freedom.  
In this, we had a point in common. My work as a surveyor took me 
away for long periods, and my constant questioning of the whole idea of 
settling down led to arguments. Elizabeth started to doubt whether she would 
be able to cope with me and my extraordinary relationship with the Turrbal. 
We would fight and come back together, the tears and recriminations 
forgotten in our need for each other.   
Elizabeth never knew when I would suddenly pop up on her 
doorstep—her house was always my first destination on my return from the 
bush. We often went on rides together, accompanied by Isa, but never to 
Breakfast Creek. We spent lazy days on the river, a hamper full of provisions 
for a picnic.  
One time, after a particularly heated argument, I walked out of the 
Campbell house swearing never to return. I went around the block and 
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slumped to the ground under a tree. I took out my pipe, tamped the tobacco 
down and lit up. The anger slowly leaked away as I sucked on the stem. 
Jesus, I was a fool. Either I stood up and walked down the road and never 
looked back or . . . What? Go to Elizabeth with bent knee beseeching 
forgiveness? Time passed and I renewed my pipe.  
Elizabeth had cried herself dry by the time I returned, shame-faced, 
declaring my love. She welcomed me with open arms and drew me into the 
house. We held each other in an embrace that sealed our future. 
*** 
James Porter, who worked as an apprentice for my father, had spent time on 
the southern goldfields and was eager to go back. He pestered me 
relentlessly to join him on an expedition to the Ovens fields in Victoria 
where he said we were sure to make our fortunes. “You need money if you 
want to marry Elizabeth. Her brother won’t let her go, otherwise. A year or 
two in the south and you’ll come back a rich man and then there’ll be 
nothing to stop you,” he said, sure of his logic. 
I thought over what he said and had to admit the truth of it. I couldn’t 
bear the idea of being separated from Elizabeth for any length of time but, in 
my present situation, it would take years to save enough to be able to provide 
for her and raise a family. Elizabeth, too, was reluctant and did not like the 
idea when I eventually broached the subject with her. However, since 
Mother’s death I had been moping about full of grief and I must admit I 
wasn’t very good company. “Perhaps it might be a good thing for you to get 
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away for a while,” she finally conceded. “Besides, it would only be for a 
year and when you come back with your gold, nobody will be able to stop us 
marrying.” And that was that.  
 James was overjoyed when I told him the news and immediately 
booked passage for the two of us on a steamer bound for Sydney. “We can 
buy horses there and go overland to the fields,” he grinned, punching me on 
the shoulder in his enthusiasm. 
 Elizabeth held me tight as my luggage was loaded on the boat. 
“Promise me you’ll come back in one piece, my darling,” she said, tears in 
her voice. The captain called and I went aboard. That was one of the hardest 
things I have ever done, leaving her on the wharf. However, it would be 
almost two years and not one, before I saw her again. 
On the way to the fields from Sydney we found odd jobs on the 
properties we traversed. Many of the hands had left to try their luck in search 
of gold so the squatters were appreciative of any help they could get. In this 
way, we arrived at the diggings with enough money to buy tools, equipment 
and food to get us started. 
After a year of back-breaking work, James and I managed to buy our 
own claim, but we never made the big strike that would have made us rich. 
The conditions in the camp were atrocious. In summer we were plagued with 
flies and a searing, dry heat that scorched the earth to dust. But the winter 
was even worse as the sky opened up and it rained for weeks on end, turning 
the dust to mud. We were continually soaked as we worked and the cold 
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seemed to eat into my bones. I came down with a bad chill and was wracked 
by a harsh cough deep in my chest.  
When spring turned to summer the cough got worse and I was no 
longer able to work. James tended me as well as he could, yet there was little 
he could do. I fell into a delirium. There were times when I couldn’t breathe 
and I swore I could feel Grayson’s hands around my neck and I saw the dead 
black who had been hanged at the windmill rise from his coffin, a ghastly 
grin on his face, his round eyes staring blankly. Was it Dundalli or the man 
I’d seen as a child? I writhed and groaned in my camp bed for days on end, 
my head filled with visions of Karawara being pursued by Wamgul with a 
sack of poison in his hand. 
In other seemingly lucid moments I imagined I could feel Karawara’s 
warm body against my own, her skin like silk. I remembered her scent and 
the taste of her. And then it was Elizabeth I was holding and I would dream 
of the life we would make together. I remembered the time we had spent on 
Stradbroke. I thought of my family, my poor blind father, dead Walter, my 
mother. I thought that I would die in that frightful place and all the gold in 
the world would be of no use to me. In early 1857, James sold our claim and 
we left for home with what little gold we had found. I finally admitted defeat 
and knew that I would never go back.  
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TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1858 
 
I proposed to Elizabeth one evening in the dining room of the George Hotel. 
We had just polished off the dessert and were sipping a brandy when I 
extracted a small velvet box from my jacket and placed it on the table, the 
whole time my eyes never leaving Elizabeth’s. I opened the box and took out 
the band of gold, the one I had once lost in the river, and which I now slid 
onto the third finger of her left hand, still not saying a word. I sat back, 
awaiting her reaction. She could contain her joy no longer and flung herself 
across the table, knocking her glass to the floor as she hugged me to her 
bosom. 
 The other diners cheered and we were mustered into the bar where I 
offered drinks all round to celebrate the betrothal. Before later passing out 
drunk, I remembered I hadn’t told Father yet, and certainly not Elizabeth’s 
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family. They would not be pleased. They thought I was too foot-loose to 
make a good husband. I hoped to prove them wrong. My father finally 
convinced them that I had settled down and was capable of supporting a wife 
and family.  
 We were married three months later in the Presbyterian Church in 
Queen St. People came from outlying stations and all corners to celebrate the 
event. There were the Petrie and Campbell clans in Brisbane, the men I 
worked with and their families, both black and white, Wanangga, Yabba, 
Dalaipi, Peg-leg, the MacKenzies . . . It seemed every last person I knew in 
the colony had turned up for the celebration. The festivities at the Petrie 
residence were long to be remembered. My only regret was that Mother had 
not lived to see me finally marry and I was sure she would have loved 
Elizabeth and been happy for me. 
 At some stage during the festivities, Elizabeth and I took our leave to 
ribald comments about the coming night. A carriage was waiting in front of 
the house to take us the short distance to the George Hotel where our bridal 
suite stood ready. A chilled bottle of champagne sat on the table beside a 
bouquet of native flowers and plants I had picked the day before and sent to 
the hotel.  
 In the morning we ate a sumptuous breakfast before donning our 
bush clothes and leaving the hotel. This time there were no chaperones or 
convicts with us as we set sail on the river. A crowd of family and friends 
had gathered at the wharf to cheer and see us off in the brand new sailing 
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boat the “Lizbeth,” a wedding gift from Father. It sailed like a dream and 
would get us downriver and across to Moreton Island in no time. Elizabeth 
tucked herself into my side at the tiller and I held her tight against me as we 
contemplated paradise. 
 We camped for a week on the island, exploring its northern coastline. 
When we first arrived we pulled the boat up on the beach, discarded our 
clothes and ran laughing into the welcoming sea. 
 Later, after erecting the tent under a tree, we walked along the beach, 
hand in hand, Elizabeth delighting in finding a variety of shells. By the end 
of the week we had both taken on colour, although we avoided the sun 
during the hotter part of the day. Those hours were for resting in the cool 
breeze under the trees. 
 Our honeymoon was too soon over as my duties called us back to 
town. On our return, I again had to go into the bush for more survey work, 
leaving my wife of barely a week in Brisbane. Neither of us was looking 
forward to the coming separation and on our trip back from the island we 
were quieter than usual, each lost in our thoughts. 
 When we arrived in Brisbane, we talked about my work and the long 
absences it entailed. “I have to find another way to make a living,” I told 
Elizabeth. “You know I could never settle in a town and work. Father has 
been on to me again about getting involved in the building business but he 
knows it will never happen.”  
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“What we need is our own land. We could grow vegetables and corn, 
raise cattle, have cows for milk, chickens, shoot the odd kangaroo or possum 
and catch plenty of fish in a nearby river,” Elizabeth suggested.  
I was no farmer. However, I had spent all my life working in our 
garden and the orchards I had planted with Mother. I was confident I could 
get things to grow if the soil was right. I had also worked with herds on 
stations on many occasions and thought it couldn’t be that difficult to look 
after a mob of cattle.  
“Are you okay with living rough in the bush with neighbours miles 
away?” I asked.  
“You know I love the country, Tom. Besides, more and more people 
are taking up land around here and I can always come to Brisbane to visit or 
have our friends stay over.”  
“Wanangga will help. We’ll have to build a hut first, a shed for tools 
and a workshop. Then one day I’ll build you a beautiful house; it will be 
perched on a small hill with breathtaking views on all sides.” Sometimes 
God smiles on us, and our dreams become reality. Without knowing it, I 
described Murrumba as it is today. 
 “And where shall we find this promised land, Master Thomas Petrie? 
I know I said I would go wherever you want, but I do not wish to find myself 
in some barren wasteland hundreds of miles from anywhere.” 
 “Of course not, Elizabeth. I’ll have a talk with Dalaipi and see what 
he suggests.” 
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 Dalaipi, though, eyed me as though I were the least intelligent being 
he had ever encountered. “The only place to look for land, if you want to 
settle, is in my country which is superior by far to anything you will find 
elsewhere,” he said. “And you will be among friends. Are you going to turn 
your back on your people and go and settle somewhere else?” 
I couldn’t contradict him. “Dal-ngang, my son, will show you the best 
places.” And that was how we came to Murrumba, this place of peace, where 
I have spent the last fifty years after meeting John Griffin that day and then 
speaking to his mother.  
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TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I began work on the property. On the way, I overnighted at St Helena Island 
where the aborigines caught a dugong which they shared with us. My friends 
loved the juicy meat and they were well-pleased with the feast. Late the next 
day the boat nosed into the weeds and bumped into the muddy shore. We had 
arrived at the junction of Yebri Creek and the North Pine River and were now 
on my land, which stretched from Sidelong Creek a few miles to the west to 
Humpybong (Red Cliff) on the coast. Wanangga and Dal-ngang jumped into 
the shallow water, splashing each other and the rest of us on the boat. Dalaipi 
said a quiet word and the two helped him to dry land. We pulled the boat out of 
the water and went about setting up camp. The sun was dipping low in the west 
when we threw some dugong meat on the fire. 
Two days earlier, a lawyer in Brisbane had signed over ten square miles 
of the Whiteside run to me. I didn't own the land but it was mine to run and 
when I had the money I would buy it. 
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 The following morning we left the boat, cut across country and climbed 
this hill where I live today. I had already chosen it as the site for my homestead 
but that would have to wait. First, I had to build a hut. With Dalaipi’s advice, I 
chose a flat spot at the foot of the hill well above the lower areas which were 
too prone to flood. After bringing all the supplies from the boat, the men 
gathered ti-tree bark and wattle branches to build huts. 
 I distributed axes to the younger men and we began felling trees. I 
wanted to clear about two acres so I could build a stockyard which had to be 
ready when I came back with Elizabeth, as I would also be bringing cattle. We 
split the bigger trees into slabs while the others would be used for fence posts 
and rails. This all took some time as I had to show my workers how to split the 
timber and how to build a fence. Dalaipi disappeared and came back in the late 
afternoon with more young men to help out. He also brought fresh fish, crabs, 
mussels and oysters to keep us strong in our work. 
 Elizabeth had wanted to come with us and I had had to convince her to 
stay in Brisbane until a hut was built. "We'll be living rough, dear Elizabeth, 
sleeping in a bark shelter. You'd be better staying with your family. I’ll come 
and fetch you when the place is liveable," I had promised.  
 The slabs for the hut were almost ready when I decided to go to 
Brisbane for supplies. On my return we would start to build. Elizabeth was 
disappointed when I explained I could stay only one night if we wanted to get 
the hut built so we could be together. The next day, I loaded a pack horse with 
supplies and rode north. It was dusk when I arrived at the South Pine crossing 
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and a pale light filtered through the trees as I unloaded the pack and hobbled the 
horses. I gathered wood and lit a fire, then ate the beef and vegetable pie 
Elizabeth had baked for me. I stretched out beside the fire and pulled a blanket 
up to my chin as the air was chilly at that time of the year. 
A slight snuffle from my horse was enough to wake me, as I slept 
lightly when in the bush. I moved my hand under the blanket and found my 
revolver. When I rolled away from the fire, I saw a shadow ten yards away, a 
spear held ready to strike. Without thinking, the man threw his spear in panic 
and was consequently off the mark. The long shaft went into my thigh as I 
rolled onto my stomach, my pistol cocked. The shock of the spear spoiled my 
aim and the first bullet went wide. In the dim light of the fire I recognised the 
man who was trying to kill me, and hesitated. Wamgul raised his second spear 
to finish me off. He was too slow and he knew it. He saw his death in the pistol 
as it fired again. The bullet exploded in his chest and he went down. 
 The spear had made a gash in my leg and was planted in the ground 
beside me. I got to my feet, my eyes and gun never leaving the prone figure. 
The blood from the wound soaked my trousers as I limped over to Wamgul. 
“Don’t kill me Tommy,” he said. I saw the hole in his chest and knew Wamgul 
wouldn’t survive. 
*** 
That night, Wamgul gave a full confession, one that I tethered to other accounts 
that I have gathered over the years. He had followed Karawara one day without 
her knowing it and she had led him to her meeting with me. He had told his 
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white boss about the meeting and the man was happy to hear this information. 
He instructed Wamgul to keep an eye on us and they would try to come up with 
a plan to eliminate the girl and me at the same time. 
Several times more he followed her and, on each occasion that she and I 
met, Karawara produced a damper she had freshly cooked, which we duly 
shared. When the boss learnt this, an idea formed in his mind. It would not be 
the first time he had used what was commonly known as “death pudding” to get 
rid of troublesome blacks.  
Wamgul snuck into the camp while Karawara and her father were 
absent and mixed the poison with the flour as his boss had told him to. Later, he 
lay in hiding and watched Karawara mix the flour with water to make a dough, 
which she then placed in the coals of the fire. When the damper was cooked she 
scraped the ashes off and placed it in a bark container.  
He saw me and Karawara together. In his eyes, I had broken the law and 
she was no longer clean. It was only just; she had to die. He followed her to the 
clearing in the forest and kept a look out from a safe distance. The hours passed 
but I didn’t arrive as he’d expected me to.  
But Karawara was hungry and couldn’t wait any longer. She broke off a 
piece of damper and chewed it. She ate half the bread, put the remainder back 
in the bark, stood and started back to the camp. 
The poison then began to take effect: the frothing at the mouth, the cries 
of agony that eventually brought Karawara’s father running to her side. Too 
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late; there was nothing he could do. Wamgul left to report his failure to his 
boss, who he knew would not be happy.  
Wamgul was weakening fast but he managed to explain that today, 
many years after Karawara’s death, he had disobeyed his master’s orders. He 
had wanted to kill me himself. The boss had told him to find me and to report 
immediately back to Brisbane as soon as he knew my whereabouts. They would 
then go together to ambush me. It took Wamgul two weeks to find me. 
Someone had seen me come in to Brisbane from North Pine, where I was 
building a house, to get supplies. Wamgul returned to town and watched from a 
distance as I loaded supplies onto a horse outside a shop in Queen Street. Then 
he followed me north until I made camp beside the South Pine River and lit a 
fire in the glooming dusk. 
Wamgul was not carrying his gun and rifle, as he was not in uniform. If 
the whites came across an aboriginal carrying their weapons, it would not go 
well. Instead, he had two spears. He thought it would be appropriate for the 
white boy to die with a spear through his heart. Wamgul knew I always carried 
a pistol and he could see a rifle leaning against the saddle, so he waited until he 
was sure I was asleep.  
 I knelt beside the dying man, the pain in my leg forgotten. I tried to 
think. Wamgul had poisoned Karawara and, as I had surmised, I had been a 
target as well. I buried Wamgul where he had fallen and no one ever found the 
grave. He had vanished like a puff of smoke and few would miss him. The 
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Native Police made enquiries in the town and among the aboriginal people but 
they found nothing and eventually gave up the hunt. 
 Mindi-Mindi was fishing in the creek when I went to tell him the news. 
He frowned and said nothing as he threw his net in a wide arc across the muddy 
water. “Wamgul worked for a white man,” I told him. “His boss gave him the 
poison to kill your daughter.”    
“Then there is another for you to kill.” 
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TWENTY-NINE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1859 
 
Elizabeth kept a watchful eye on Wanangga and Dal-ngang as they loaded the 
dray I had hired with all she would need in her new home. She had a grin on her 
face as the last of Brisbane’s houses was left behind. “We are like the great 
explorers, setting out into the unknown.” Elizabeth was happy and excited 
about the coming adventure. That is not to say she did not have her doubts. She 
wasn’t sure how she would cope living alone in the bush with just me and the 
aboriginals for company. She was a brave woman and kept her fears to herself. 
What would come, would come. 
 We soon settled into Murrumba and, although our residence was 
rudimentary, Elizabeth never complained. She organised and cleaned the hut 
and started a vegetable garden with the help of a couple of local women. Dal-
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ngang’s wife became Elizabeth’s constant companion. My brother Andrew 
often came to stay and lend a hand and later Isa would come to visit. 
 That old hut was our home until the homestead was built. It took years 
of hard work before our dream was realised. Elizabeth was overwhelmed with 
joy when we moved up here to the big house in ’64. Most of the money came 
from the timber trade. Elizabeth never left Murrumba when I went off on my 
timber getting. Dalaipi oversaw the general running of the place while his wife 
and the other black girls made sure Elizabeth came to no harm.  
She gave birth to two beautiful girls while we were living in the hut. We 
decided it would be more prudent for Elizabeth to go to Brisbane for the births. 
The first, Mary Ellen, was born in June 1859 and came to live here in the hut 
where she was spoilt to death by all the tribe. Her little sister, Matilda Jane, 
arrived in February 1861. I made a basket for little Minnie, as we called her, 
which could be attached to a saddle and that’s how she travelled when 
Elizabeth and I went to Brisbane for supplies.  
Eighteen fifty-nine was an important year as it marked the long-awaited 
separation of Queensland from New South Wales and there was no way 
Elizabeth was going to miss the welcoming ceremony for Governor Bowen. 
She loved the bush, but she missed the social life of Brisbane. Besides, it was a 
grand occasion. So we were part of the huge crowd, around four thousand 
people I was told, that gathered in the Botanic Gardens where my brother John, 
recently elected as Brisbane’s first Lord Mayor, greeted the governor.  
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However, those were still turbulent times in the North Pine. With claims 
of poisoning on one side, stealing cattle on the other, the squatters, backed by 
the Native Police, had clashed with the local clan on several occasions. 
*** 
There was never a shortage of willing hands at Murrumba, though the North 
Pine aboriginals were not as numerous as they had once been. They had many 
reasons to hate the whites, in particular a neighbour of ours whom they called 
Master John. He had shot a young boy, then waited until the boy’s parents 
arrived and shot them too.  
“They killed my cattle,” John said one day when he came to see me. 
“They should have known better.” He dismissed the matter with a wave of his 
hand as if brushing away a mosquito. When he told me the reason for his visit I 
could hardly believe my ears. 
 “If you want the blacks to work for you, you have to ask them yourself.” 
That shook him. He had hoped I would intervene on his behalf and do his 
talking for him. I took him to the blacks’ camp where we sat down by the fire 
and Master John explained that he needed men to look for wild cattle that were 
living in the scrubby hills on his property. The white man feared for his life, 
expecting one of the warriors to attack at any moment. He hid it well, except for 
a slight quavering in his voice and I noticed his hand trembling when he leant 
forward to pick up a log and throw it on the fire. 
 And yet the aboriginals forgave him his past sins. The men went off to 
catch the cattle. When the work was done, and done well, Master John 
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rewarded them by roasting a bull. The master offered them more work, 
stripping bark, and this time the women and children went, too. I was happy to 
see the improvement in relations between my friends and my neighbour. He 
needed only to treat them with respect and they would be more than pleased to 
work for him. They had had enough of the killings and wanted only peace. But 
they would not get it. 
 A few weeks after the group had gone off to Master John’s, they were 
back with a fearful tale. They were stripping bark when the Native Police came 
bursting through the trees, guns blazing, they said. The workers had scattered in 
every direction, running for their lives. The uniformed aboriginals on horseback 
were screaming insults and firing wildly. They were led by a massive, bearded 
white man riding a vicious stallion that bit and snapped at a young lad. In the 
account I heard, an explosion rent the air and the blood spurted from his back as 
he was blown off his feet. 
On this occasion, everyone disappeared into the bush and waited until 
the patrol left before recovering the bodies, they said. There were three or four 
dead and a number of wounded. And they were innocent, they swore. They had 
gone nowhere near any cattle and certainly not speared any. I must go and 
speak with Master John, they insisted.  
 According to my friends, the leader of the troop was Lt Frederick 
Wheeler, who was hated and feared by the aboriginals in South-East 
Queensland from the Tweed River in the south to Maryborough in the north and 
west to the Great Dividing Range. The words later used by those writing of the 
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period to describe him are not pretty—a sadist, a brutal and cruel man, a cold-
hearted killer of women and children. Wheeler and his aboriginal troopers, 
mostly from New South Wales, were based in Sandgate where their barracks 
perched on the highest hill overlooking the beach to the east and Lake Dowse to 
the west. Their patrols took them far and wide and now they were in the North 
Pine, killing again.  
 When I confronted Master John he claimed it was not he who had sent 
for the troopers. “It was a new man who panicked when he saw the armed 
blacks,” he said. “He thought we were going to be attacked and rode to 
Sandgate without my knowledge, the bloody fool. All of this could have been 
avoided.” He was sorry, he said, because the aboriginals were good workers 
and they had been getting along fine until then. “Where am I going to find 
people to replace them?” he asked, but I had no answer for him. 
 Some months after this incident I had the great displeasure of meeting 
the infamous Lt Wheeler in person. I was riding along the river towards 
Sidelong Creek when I heard shouts and screams coming from the trees to my 
right. I galloped through the scrub and emerged into a clearing where a dozen 
mounted Native Police and a white officer were herding a number of terrified 
men, women and children into a tight knot with their horses, their guns drawn 
and ready to fire. 
 “What the bloody hell is going on here?!” The white man turned and 
trotted over to face me. My friends tried to reach me, shouting “Tommy! 
Tommy!” But the troopers kept them in place with their horses. 
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 “Lt Wheeler. At your service, sir. And who might you be, may I ask?” 
Wheeler was the son of a London merchant and a Sicilian noblewoman. He was 
a good-looking fellow with his strong features and dark olive skin. He smiled, 
but his eyes were hard and challenging. 
 “Tom Petrie, Lieutenant. And you are on my land. What do you think 
you’re doing with those people? Let them go at once.” He knew who I was, of 
course, though we had never met. 
 “We were just checking to make sure there were no criminals amongst 
them, Mr Petrie. We are just doing our job, protecting you and the other 
squatters from the natives.” He turned towards his men. “Let them go,” he 
snapped. “They aren’t the ones we want.” The troopers parted their horses. 
 “I bid you good day, Mr Tom Petrie.” Wheeler touched his hand to his 
hat in a farewell salute. He jerked brusquely on his horse’s reins and turned 
away, yelling at his men to get going. 
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THIRTY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1862 
 
The thirty-two foot longboat was from some sunken Royal Navy ship and had 
seen better days. Despite her looks, the boat was solidly built and ideal for the 
job at hand. She had four oars on each side and a collapsible sail. I set the tiller 
to take us midstream as half a dozen Turrbal men stroked the water smoothly 
and we shot away from the wharf. Three of the men’s wives huddled together in 
the bow, enjoying the ride. Wanangga unfurled the sail and the oars were 
boarded. The longboat took us swiftly down the river to the sea where we 
turned north towards Bribie Island. 
 We collected more men on Bribie, four of them known murderers, 
including Billy Dingy. The next day, the boat was crowded as we crossed to the 
mainland. We deposited some of the mob on the shore while we continued to 
Mooloolabah. We left the boat and went exploring four or five miles inland to 
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Mount Buderim, which we climbed. I was supposedly the first white to set foot 
on the mountain. We regained the boat and continued to Maroochy where the 
craft came into its own in the heavy surf. We passed the bar, dropped the sail 
and rowed four miles up the river to what became known as Petrie’s Creek, 
which flowed in from the left. We went a further five or six miles along this 
much smaller tributary. My father had been up this way twenty years earlier 
and had told me there was cedar in abundance. We pulled into the shore where 
a large number of aboriginals were gathered, watching our progress. Wanangga 
made the introductions, telling these wild blacks that I was a turrwan with 
formidable powers. He wove an imaginative tale of all my exploits which 
seemed to impress the mob, some of whom came from the interior and had 
never seen a white man or a boat like ours before. 
 The Turrbal and Bribie men were suspicious of the others when they 
invited us to their corroboree. On an impulse, I walked into the middle of the 
camp, snatched up a waddy and a shield, ready for a fight. “I will fight all of 
you, one by one,” I challenged in a loud voice that I somehow managed to keep 
steady. I remember thinking then, what the hell are you doing, you fool. You’re 
likely to get yourself killed. To my relief, the warriors laughed saying they 
thought I was a bit too big to fight. The tension was broken and everyone was 
smiling and jabbering together. I replaced the waddy and shield on the ground 
and swapped stories with the men before returning to the longboat. Wanangga 
and I slept aboard that night, just in case. 
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 Wanangga loved cooking and the next day stayed in camp to prepare 
salt beef and damper. He mixed flour, water and salt and kneaded the dough 
into a round flat shape which he then covered with embers to cook. The 
aboriginals were good workers, laughing and joking as they swung the axes or 
rolled logs through the scrub. One of the jobs was branding the timber with my 
mark, a P in a circle, the same as used with cattle or sheep. One Sunday, our 
day of rest, the men got to discussing wearing my brand themselves. They 
didn’t like the idea of burning it on their skin so chose glass instead. I was 
aghast when they came to me with their proposition. “No,” I said, but they were 
adamant. Wasn’t I their master? If they were branded with my mark, everyone 
would know they belonged to Tommy Petrie, they argued. No one would dare 
touch them, not even the monster and his Native Police. I didn’t say anything, 
but I doubted very much that Wheeler would take any notice of the brand. More 
likely he would cut it out of the wearer’s arm for a trophy. The men said it 
would seal our relationship in blood and scarring and I remembered Yabba’s 
gift of his son’s cicatriced skin. I decided that it was their choice and I could not 
refuse. 
I picked up a pointed stick and drew a circle on the first man’s arm. I 
then etched a capital P inside the circle. The brand stood starkly white against 
the black skin. One of the watching men handed me a piece of glass, especially 
prepared for the task ahead. My hand trembled as I moved to position the glass 
for the first stroke. I could feel beads of perspiration forming on my forehead. I 
remembered the importance of what I was doing to these men and focused my 
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attention on the job at hand. I drew the glass along the straight of the P; blood 
welled from the wound causing me to hesitate. I felt sick in my stomach. I 
gritted my teeth and dug the glass in again to finish the P. Then I did the circle 
in one smooth movement. Another arm appeared before me, naked to the 
waiting edge. By the time I had finished the second man my queasiness had left 
me and I applied myself to being quick and exact in my markings. The men 
burned bloodwood bark in the fire, then crushed it into a powder that they 
rubbed into their wounds. The arms healed quickly and within a week my 
workers bore their cicatriced brand with great pride. 
In a way, Yabba’s gift all those years ago had been a substitute for me 
bearing the initiation scars on my own body and was a sign of belonging to the 
Turrbal. And now the branding of the twenty-five workers was a reciprocal 
action, a ritual, where I initiated the men into the white man’s social order. It 
was the men who asked to be branded and not with the irons used on the cattle 
and wood, but with my own hand. Nevertheless, it was fear that drove their 
actions and made them even more loyal to me. The Aborigines knew they had 
to adapt in order to survive and the brand became part of their new identity in 
the white world.  
*** 
We stayed for two weeks in the bush before descending the river with our 
harvest which would bring in good money in Brisbane. We dropped the Bribie 
men off on their island. Even with my brand on their arm they wouldn’t go to 
the settlement as they feared they would be locked up. On the other hand, the 
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men from Brisbane went about the town proudly displaying their brands, some 
of them earning pennies for their efforts. I had not thought of what white people 
might think, though. 
*** 
Squatter Larken bailed me up one evening when I was staying over with my 
father. As usual, he had been drinking and was at his obnoxious best. “Aha. If it 
isn’t Master Thomas, the so-called friend of the natives,” he said in greeting. I 
tried to ignore him, but he was persistent if nothing else. “I certainly wouldn’t 
call someone who branded me a friend, I think I’d kill him first.” He laughed 
and steadied himself on the back of a chair. As I made to walk past him, he put 
his hand on my arm. “You are one of us after all, then Tommy. A real slave 
master. Maybe I’ll brand my own blacks. It might keep them in line.” I pushed 
his hand away and he almost overbalanced, spilling some of his drink on the 
floor. I resisted the temptation to hit him and stepped outside to where I could 
breathe again.  
What could I say? In a way Larken was right. Hadn’t I exploited the 
aboriginal people just as badly as anyone else? Hadn’t I benefited from their 
labour? To build Murrumba and keep it running. To cut timber. Wasn’t I as 
much part of their destruction as any other squatter? I was someone with a foot 
in two conflicting worlds. I did my best to protect my friends and their way of 
life, but it was never enough. 
I remember how Wanangga and Daln-gang were mystified by my 
behaviour at the 1861 Select Committee on the Native Police. They found it 
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strange that I declined to condemn the Native Police, despite my certain 
knowledge of their cruel attacks on the Turrbal. I also declined to denounce my 
fellow squatters whom I knew very well had committed atrocities in their drive 
to establish control of the land. My friends wanted to know why I was reticent 
to speak out against these brutal acts when I had the chance.  
I had to explain that I did not want to offend otherwise upstanding 
citizens in the colony who were friends of my father, if not myself. I was as 
much a part of the squattocracy as the next man and could hardly condemn my 
own. I’ve always tried to avoid controversy, and prefer to keep my own counsel 
on some aspects of relationships between black and white. The whole enquiry 
was a farce, anyway. 
It was a whitewash, meant to sweep everything under the carpet. And I 
went along with it. I had little choice. I could have lost everything I had here at 
Murrumba. I didn’t own the land and could have been forced out. No one ever 
spoke to me directly, just subtle hints dropped here and there to make sure I got 
the message. Nothing I said at the enquiry would make any difference anyway, 
not to the aborigines. The situation was clear—they were in the way.  
Alcohol was what killed the blacks as much as anything. I tried to keep 
the aboriginals at Murrumba out of the town by providing everything they 
needed, but it was impossible to stop them going if they wished. The town 
sucked them in until they forgot who they were, where they came from, their 
ancestors, the old ways. They forgot their country beyond the urban limits. 
 194 
 
 
I realise now that I was as much a part of the destructive apparatus as 
anyone and was therefore just as responsible for the degradation and suffering 
of the aboriginals. The Turrbal chose the lesser of two evils; they chose a 
friendly white over total annihilation. I did my best to help them but it was too 
little in the end.  
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THIRTY-ONE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Later that year, I was going through the accounts in my office when I heard a 
rifle shot. I went out on to the veranda and looked out over my property, 
listening. Another shot rang out somewhere off to the north, about a mile away, 
I judged. “Did you hear that?” I turned to Elizabeth, who had come out from the 
kitchen.  
“Yes, I did. Who would be shooting around here?” she frowned. 
“Maybe someone after a kangaroo,” she answered her own question.  
“Maybe. Just the same, I’d better go and investigate.” I didn’t want 
anyone but myself and my workers hunting on my run. I put a pistol in my belt 
and grabbed my hat. I quickly saddled my horse and made my way down the 
hill on a track towards the north where the shots had seemed to come from. I 
crossed Yebri Creek and had gone about a mile when another shot was fired 
close by in a thicket of scrub. I dismounted and tied my horse to a tree before 
carefully making my way through the undergrowth. The trees thinned and I 
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came to a small clearing on the bank of a narrow creek. The bush was silent, as 
though stunned by the explosions from the gun. Something didn’t feel right, so 
I drew my revolver from my belt. I heard a groan from the other side of the 
clearing. I moved with great caution, and looked for the slightest movement. 
The moaning grew louder as I approached and saw it was a young aboriginal 
boy bathed in blood. 
 I felt the bullet tear past my head before I heard the bang. “Drop that 
revolver, Petrie. I won’t miss next time,” said a voice behind me. I did as I was 
told, then turned around. The man held a gun pointed at my chest. He was 
wearing a well-tailored black suit and a white shirt. “You do remember me, 
don’t you?” he asked.  
“Grayson.”  
“Good. I have brought your punishment—a lovely cat-o-nine-tails.” 
 I stared at the man who had threatened me as a lad, so many years ago. 
He picked up my gun and flung it into the bush. He pointed at the ground with 
his own weapon. “Sit on your hands and don’t move.” 
He sat himself down on a nearby log and laid his whip across his knees. 
He reached inside his coat and withdrew a flask.  
“Do you remember that day on the wharf, Petrie? When you nearly 
knocked me over?” Before him, Grayson said, he had seen the dark, curly head 
and the face of the young boy I was, wreathed in the luxury of good clothes and 
a family, something he had once aspired to but never known. Lady luck had 
passed him by, he said, but she had bestowed her gift on this little brat who had 
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nearly knocked him into the water. Grayson couldn’t swim, and he detested the 
sea with a passion born of the endless months of nausea and fear he had 
endured on the voyage from England. The conditions on the ship had been 
atrocious. On arrival in Sydney, he had been carried off the boat on a stretcher, 
a barely-living skeleton. “That soldier broke my rib with his rifle butt, boy. And 
all because of you.” 
*** 
Grayson changed his name on arriving in Sydney, shaved his scraggly beard 
and neatly trimmed his hair. Dressed as a gentleman of some means, he was 
unrecognisable the day he eventually returned to Brisbane. When he stepped 
onto the wharf and looked up past the Commissariat Store to the town, he could 
see that it had grown since his last visit. All manner of merchants, traders, 
settlers and workers, many of them ex-convicts, had flocked to the settlement 
when it had been declared open in 1842. Houses, buildings, shops and hotels 
had sprung up like mushrooms. All the easier to pass un-noticed; he just had to 
be careful not to attract attention. 
 “I recall walking down Queen Street, after all those years,” Grayson 
said, growing serious. “I broke into a sweat when I passed the spot where the 
tripod and the flailing whip used to be. And who was to blame for what I got 
that day? And that was not the first time I had been flogged because of a Petrie. 
Your father had me punished in Sydney. Then there was the treadmill.” He 
seemed lost in his memories for a moment. 
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 “I met your mate, Wamgul. He knew everything about you, Petrie, and 
was only too glad to share it with his new boss.” Grayson said. “I sent him to 
look for you and he found you with your black girl. I was so pleased with 
myself when I thought of poison, and imagined you sitting down to eat with 
your pretty black girl and how your intimate little meal would end,” he said.  
“But something went wrong with the plan, didn’t it? You weren’t killed 
and then you disappeared. But I have not forgotten.” He paused, perhaps to 
gather his thoughts. “I also missed you on the Turon diggings.”  
 Grayson was again too late in Brisbane, his frustration ever growing. He 
discovered I had gone to Victoria but not the exact location. He had searched 
just about all the diggings around Bendigo and Ballarat when he at last tracked 
me down. And one more time I escaped him. “You should have died that day 
you left Yarowee Creek, Petrie. Lucky for you I’m not much of a shot.”  
Grayson gave me his confession, but in this place I think we all have 
confessions to make. 
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THIRTY-TWO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grayson’s voice was beginning to slur from the alcohol but his eyes never left 
me and there was little I could do. My pistol was well out of reach and I would 
be dead before I could get to it. The killer had chosen his place of ambush well, 
for it was off the main tracks in the area. I could expect no help, as Elizabeth 
and I had been alone at Murrumba, the aboriginals having gone off to a 
corroboree on the coast. Grayson was taking great pleasure narrating his life. 
“I’ve never had such a captive audience.” He slapped his thigh at his own 
humour. 
 “And this last time, I sent Wamgul to find you once again. When he 
didn’t return, I set out to find you myself.” Grayson belched. He got unsteadily 
to his feet and took off his coat which he placed carefully on the log. He 
unwound the cravat from around his neck and tossed it on his coat. He was 
perspiring profusely, his face the colour of beetroot.  
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Grayson picked up his whip and stroked the thongs. “And now I take 
my satisfaction, Petrie,” he said, lashing out with the cat. I screamed as the 
razor-sharp flails tore into my flesh. Grayson raised the whip to strike anew. 
I looked into his eyes and saw the hate that would end my life. As I watched, 
preparing for the next blow, the look on the killer’s face changed suddenly, 
registering shock. He fell with a loud thump next to me, a six-foot spear 
protruding from his back. I turned away to see an old black come out from the 
trees. “Mindi-Mindi,” I said. 
 Despite getting off to a bad start, Mindi-Mindi and I had become good 
friends over the years, and now that I had my own place at North Pine, he 
would drop in every now and then for a chat. The old fellow rolled the dead 
man over so he could see his face, then he helped me up and half carried me to 
my horse. As he led the animal through the bush, he told me what had 
happened. “I arrived at the house not long after you left,” he explained. “The 
missus was worried and told me you had gone to investigate some shots and I 
followed your tracks. I found your horse and made my way to the edge of the 
scrub. Then I saw a white man sitting on a log with you sprawled at his feet.” 
Mindi-Mindi’s English was rudimentary, but he had understood enough to 
know that his daughter’s murderer was there before him and was about to kill 
his friend Tommy. “I fitted a spear to the woomera and let it fly.” He finished 
his tale and fell silent. 
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THIRTY-THREE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1909 Murrumba 
 
I awake as the darkness thins to the chorus of countless birds greeting the day. I 
get up, dress and quietly slip outside into the dawn light. To the east, a ragged 
mist shrouds the coast. I walk around the house savouring the freshness of the 
morning before the heat sets in, and look down on the surrounds where multiple 
shades of green take shape and stretch like an ocean to the horizon. I climb the 
front stairs. The old chair groans as I sit to contemplate the garden and the 
vastness of this land.  
Mindi-Mindi had been like my father. A hide as tough as old leather and 
an undaunted vision of the world. The law. Laws. Rules. They were part of 
every society. Revenge, payback, retribution. My father unwittingly started the 
process when he had Grayson whipped all those years ago at Goat Island. 
Grayson, a man who never forgot or forgave a slight. And then I came upon the 
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scene and caused him pain. Much pain. How was Grayson's vendetta different 
to Dundalli’s? Grayson's pain was personal, physical. Dundalli’s pain was the 
plight of his people, the desecration of all that was sacred. The law. The law 
said that those who ignored it and transgressed, such as Father had done in 
climbing Mt Beerwah, would face retribution. 
My father was a product of his time, as we all are. He had told me they 
would hang Dundalli. He knew the character of his fellow colonisers and did 
not need eyes to see the future. He and Yabba used to sit by the fire for hours 
with never a word said, but you could feel the communion of two beings where 
the spoken word had no place. I am lucky in that my brothers, especially John, 
have excelled and promoted the family name and heritage to great advantage. 
And I realised, towards the end, how much I resembled my father, the 
adventurer, the pioneer, the humanist. 
These days I find it hard to imagine what this place was like when we 
first arrived here. At the bottom of the hill, the hotel dominates the lesser stores, 
workshops and houses clustered around it. Used to be just us until we started 
the coach stop. Then we had to build the hostelry to handle the increased stream 
of people heading north to the Gympie gold field. The workers needed houses, 
next a store, church, school and finally a railway station and now we have this 
bustling metropolis on our doorstep. 
But there remains a stillness, a rawness in the land that strips away the 
layers of accumulated dross, exposing your inner life for what it is. You cannot 
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escape yourself out here in the bush. As I watch, the tinge of red in the air turns 
to a bright crimson streak lying low to the east.  
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Afterword 
 
This is a work of fiction embedded in the early history of Queensland and based 
on in-depth research. Throughout, I have striven to adhere to the known 
historical records, in particular Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early 
Queensland (hereafter referred to as Reminiscences), written by his daughter 
Constance, which supplies much of the material for this book. In no way does 
this novel attempt to displace preferred family identities of the Petrie family. 
 
Fictitious characters 
 
Karawara, Grayson, Cummings, and Crosbie are completely fictional. 
However, Ballarat storekeeper Crosbie is not my own creation. He is the 
convict Dawes, who changed his name to escape his past in the original His 
Natural Life (1870) by Marcus Clarke. 
 
Real characters 
 
All of the other characters appear either in Reminiscences or other historical 
works. Throughout the book, the events affecting the Petrie family are based on 
fact, except for the expeditions where Tom accompanies his father and brother 
John. The trips actually happened, but Tom was not present. Tom Petrie’s 
interaction with the Aboriginal people, the life he led, his travels to Samford 
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and the Bunya festival, his climbing of Mt Buderim, his trips to the gold fields, 
his marriage to Elizabeth and his building of Murrumba were all real. I did take 
the liberty of having Tom initiated in the kippa ceremony, although this is 
unsubstantiated. As he later became a turrwan I felt it only appropriate he be 
initiated into the clan as a young boy. 
According to Reminiscences, Yabba, Wanangga, Dalaipi and Dal-ngang 
all played major roles in Tom’s life. Yabba and Dalaipi were turrwans who 
adopted Tom as their son and named him turrwan. I have elaborated on the 
ceremony where Yabba presents Tom with his son’s cicatriced skin, as I did for 
the branding. 
Tom’s sojourns to the goldfields are mostly my invention. We know 
Tom went to the Turon, Ballarat and Ovens diggings, the last with James 
Porter. However, little is known of his experiences in those years. Tom’s 
meeting and courting of Elizabeth and her “joyless relationship with a man in 
Edinburgh” are the fruit of my imagination. They did marry on the date 
provided and reared a family of five girls and four boys at the Murrumba 
homestead which once stood on the hill in the town of Petrie, overlooking the 
North Pine River. 
We know that Wamgul played with Tom as a boy and later joined the 
Native Police. While the story about his lies and their consequences is based on 
the historical record, the rest of the events he is involved in are not. For 
example, it was not Wamgul who helped catch Dundalli but an Aboriginal man 
called Wumbungar. Dundalli is a well-known figure in Queensland’s history 
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and his dreadful death is not exaggerated. Laurence Kelly (Peg-leg) was 
condemned for larceny and sent to Moreton Bay for five years in 1836 where 
he eventually became Andrew Petrie’s overseer and gave Tom lessons. The 
story of how he lost his leg and other scenes he is in are fictitious. I have also 
improvised for Andy the ‘crow-minder’, though his job was real. Mindi-Mindi, 
also known as Kabon-Tom, did try to kill Tom but the rest is fiction. Patrick 
Mayne, the notorious butcher who confessed to his crime on his deathbed, had a 
shop in Brisbane when Tom was a youngster, so I thought they might have met. 
The convicts suffered in atrocious conditions in Moreton Bay, 
especially under Logan’s command. Chains, the treadmill and the triangle were 
part of everyday life. The 1842 poisoning at Kilcoy is a gaunt reminder of our 
bloody past, while the exploits and reputation of Lt Wheeler and the Native 
Police are on record. In Reminiscences, Constance Petrie tells us her father once 
stopped Wheeler from hurting a group of Aboriginal people. I have given a 
little more detail. 
The following is an explanation for how the Turrbal became known as 
the Duke of York clan, as supplied by Mary Zalewski, an Elder of the North 
Brisbane Community: 
 
This story deals with the Duke of York Clan, which was known by the 
old ones as Barrabim (large goanna) clan. The Duke of York title came 
from the habit of an old Aborigine in the 19th Century who used to play 
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a button accordion and a favorite tune of his people was ‘The Grand Old 
Duke of York’. Gradually the name was applied to the clan. 
 
Lastly, the title of the book refers, not only to Tom, but also to Dalaipi, 
Yabba and Dundalli, who were all Turrwans. 
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Turrbal Words 
 
Bi-gi   Sun 
Bing   Father 
Bon-yi   Bunya Pine 
Buran   Wind 
Dilli   Coarse grass 
Dundalli   Wonga pigeon 
Intangan?   What is your name? 
Inta wanna yarrana ? You, where going? 
Kanggungun  Kookaburra 
Killen   Moon 
Kippa   Young man 
Kurooman   Kangaroo 
Magui   White man; ghost 
Mallara   Grown man 
Mianjin ngatta yarrana Brisbane, I’m going 
Mirrigin   Stars 
Murrumba   Good 
Nallan-kalli  Liar 
Narring   Son 
Nginnen   Sit 
Puddang   Mother 
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Tambaru   Mouth 
Tiar    Teeth 
To-wan   Fish 
Turrwan   Great man 
Wadli   Bad 
Yaggaar   No 
Ya-wai   Yes 
From: Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland. 
 
Sources 
 
Without Reminiscences this book would never have been written and I will be 
forever grateful to Tom and Constance. Reminiscences, though somewhat 
chaotic in its chronology, is a treasure chest for anyone wanting to dig into 
Queensland’s history. I acknowledge that the stories, ceremonies and customs 
related to the Turrbal people, as described by the Petries and further recounted 
here, belong to the traditional owners of Brisbane.  
There is no doubt Constance, a loving daughter, would want to show her 
hero father in the best light. Reminiscences was written at a time of a decline in 
fortune for Tom and his family, due mainly to drought, and must have produced 
sorely-needed income. It was the catalyst for the recognition Constance sought 
for her father, which came about when Governor William MacGregor unveiled 
a monument to honour Tom’s deeds in 1911, the year after his death; the 
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ceremony was accompanied by the change of name of the community from 
North Pine to Petrie. Unfortunately, this decision sparked controversy and 
opposition from the local population for many years after the event and was one 
factor that ultimately led to Constance’s decline in health and her incarceration 
in the Goodna Asylum where she died in 1924, her father’s greatest defender. 
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1 Introduction 
 
 
Let no one say the past is dead. 
The past is all about us and within. 
Haunted by tribal memories, I know 
This little now, this accidental present 
Is not the all of me, whose long making 
Is so much of the past.  
Oodgeroo Noonuccal — 'The Past', in The Dawn is at Hand: Poems 
by Kath Walker 1966 
 
The fiction begins where my research can’t find or verify any more 
facts.  
James Alexander Thom — The Art and Craft of Writing Historical 
Fiction 2010  
 
I first became interested in Tom Petrie while studying for my undergraduate 
degree at the University of Queensland (UQ). Research for one of my courses 
led me to Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland (hereafter referred 
to as Reminiscences), written by his daughter Constance and published in 1904. 
I was fascinated by Tom’s life in the fledgling colony at Moreton Bay, which 
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was home to some of the worst convicts in Australia, an isolated outpost 
surrounded by thick bush inhabited by Indigenous people.  
As a writer and researcher, I had to ask myself what my motivations 
were for writing this particular narrative. I think Tom Petrie’s story is an 
important part of Queensland’s history and I want to make it accessible to a 
wider audience than that reached by Reminiscences. Through the creative work 
Turrwan (“great man” in the Turrbal language), I would like to give readers an 
opportunity to become more aware of Queensland’s Indigenous heritage as well 
as that of its white population. Like most writers, I hope my book will be 
widely read by the general public and perhaps also used as an educational tool 
in the classroom.  
The Petrie family played an important part in the development of south-
east Queensland. Tom’s father Andrew was the superintendent of works for the 
penal colony, the first free settler and a major builder in the new town, while 
Tom’s elder brother John became the first mayor of Brisbane in 1859. Tom 
himself acted as guide, messenger, interpreter, explorer, timber cutter and 
surveyor for the white settlement, and established Murrumba in the North Pine 
area where the town of Petrie was later named after him. 
The history of Australian colonisation and the treatment of the original 
inhabitants of the country remain points of contention often bitterly debated, as 
in the so-called “history wars.” Historians such as Keith Windschuttle and 
Henry Reynolds defend opposing positions regarding, in particular, the 
massacres perpetrated by the whites, either denying (Windschuttle) or 
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acknowledging (Reynolds) the events. My work attempts to go beyond the bare 
facts of the conflict by letting the characters and events tell the story. Kate 
Grenville, in her comments about her book, The Secret River, expresses how I 
see my own work:  
 
It stands outside that polarised conflict and says look, this is a 
problem we really need, as a nation, we need to come to grips with. 
The historians are doing their thing, but let me as a novelist come to 
it in a different way, which is the way of empathising and 
imaginative understanding of those difficult events. (“Interview”) 
 
Moreover, Turrwan is timely as increasing numbers of Queenslanders 
want to learn about our state’s past. The large audience at the panel discussion, 
“Does Heritage have a Future?” at the State Library of Queensland on the 24th 
October 2012, was a measure of the thirst Queenslanders and all Australians 
have for our heritage. In recognition of this context, the creative work is a move 
towards the traditional form of the historical novel which privileges accuracy, 
and where authenticity is seen as a literary value, which, in a sense, defines the 
reader. At the same time, Turrwan embraces elements of postmodernism and 
experiments with the mix of fiction and fact in its quest to bring the past to life. 
The question of where Turrwan fits in relation to fictional writing about 
Queensland and Brisbane in particular is discussed in Section 1.1, which first 
explores how the city is portrayed in fictional works from the nineteenth 
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century to the present. The study determines what Turrwan has in common with 
other historical novels set in Brisbane and surrounds in the colonial period and 
how the novel is different from these works.  
Historical fiction, once regarded as an inferior genre by literary critics 
(Southgate 6), currently fills the shelves of bookshops and libraries and, “in the 
past two decades has never been more alive or fashionable” (de Groot, 
“Beyond” 57). Contemporary readers are interested in the past and want stories 
that relate history in an absorbing, believable manner. The experiences of our 
ancestors determine who and what we are today and, in order to evolve as a 
society, we need to understand this history. The historical novel plays an 
important role because, as David Malouf says, “societies can only become 
whole, can only know fully what they are, when they have relived history in 
that kind of way,” that is, through a dream-like or imaginative experience rather 
than a factual one (“Interview” 3).  
Historical fiction, by definition, is a composite of seeming opposites 
that, in the minds of many traditional historians, are irreconcilable. However, 
attitudes in the way we perceive history are changing and the historical novel is 
at the forefront in bringing the past to life for the general public. The genre’s 
popularity has meant that historical fiction has continued to be an area of 
contradiction and controversy within the fields of literature and historiography 
(Ryle 155). Mariadele Boccardi, whose principal research interest is the 
contemporary British historical novel, contends that the historical novel’s 
popularity is driving “a need for a scholarly approach to the genre” (2). At the 
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same time, José de Piérola, in his recent development of a theory for the 
historical novel, argues that critics have neglected to engage with the nature of 
the genre, making it difficult to narrow the field of study (152).  
My exegesis has three principal aims: first, to contextualise and analyse 
some of the current discussion about historical fiction, in particular, the 
continuing debate regarding the fact/fiction dichotomy and notions of historical 
authenticity; second, to examine the complexities involved in a white person 
writing about the Australian Aboriginal people; third, to reflect on the process 
of researching, planning and writing a historical novel and of the practical 
application of the research to the creative work.  
The overarching argument that has emerged is that authenticity is 
critical to the traditional form of the historical novel where the accuracy of 
historical details is paramount if the author is to meet readers’ expectations of 
the genre and thereby respect the author/reader pact. The exegesis analyses the 
relationship between history and fiction in narrative literature and in particular, 
in the historical novel, with a focus on the critical uncertainty that has remained 
in both historiographical and historical fiction studies. It discusses the 
fact/fiction dichotomy in historical fiction studies, and the role these two 
supposed opposites play in portraying history. It analyses several questions that 
have arisen from the process of writing the creative work, in particular, what 
exactly is the historical novel? Theorists and critics have written abundantly on 
the subject yet it remains an issue of debate with no clear definition 
forthcoming, perhaps because, as de Piérola said in Chapter 2, they have not 
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sufficiently studied the nature of historical fiction. The exegesis contributes to 
the debate by expanding and clarifying the definition of a historical novel.  
In one way, the historical novel is a hybrid of two forms, history and 
fiction. Yet, with this combination there comes a paradox: a novel’s ultimate 
classification as historical fiction depends on the degree of authenticity of the 
historical content within the fictional context. In the next chapter, the discussion 
of the historical novel as a genre is important because it establishes the 
conventions of authorial engagement with the past, conventions that in a 
number of respects differ from the historian’s approach to the historical record. 
Again, questions arise about the ethics of poetic licence and invention within 
historical fiction. How much can I fictionalise without distorting the historical 
facts, as we know them, beyond recognition? What is meant by authenticity? 
What is the value of the historical novel in portraying the past? To answer these 
questions, the exegesis discusses the arguments of principal critics from Jose 
Maria Heredia in the nineteenth century to Georg Lukács and contemporaries 
such as Hayden White, Jerome de Groot and Richard Slotkin.  
Historical authenticity is a major consideration for white novelists 
writing about the interaction between the original inhabitants of Australia and 
the colonisers. I find myself in the uncomfortable situation of writing about 
white history that has a black historical component. I acknowledge that, from 
some perspectives, the very act of bringing Tom Petrie’s history to the fore is a 
re-inscription of colonialisation, given that he is the white “protagonist” who is 
afforded tribal inclusion. I am aware of the debates on this subject, which I 
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explore in this thesis. I include the Indigenous narrative because it is part of 
Tom’s historical life. However, the project is not primarily an investigation of 
race relations, although I hope that the inclusion of the Aboriginal story in the 
novel will be seen positively as working towards a dissemination of knowledge 
about Indigenous life in and around Brisbane.  
While the details of oppression have become widely known in the last 
decades through scholarly texts, documentaries, radio and television, little has 
been written in fiction about the lives of the Aboriginal people in Brisbane. I 
have included the Aboriginal narrative as part of the process of investigating 
the limits of historical writing/re-writing. As I am writing fiction, I could have 
made the decision to leave out the Turrwan narrative strand entirely but my 
inclusion relates to the central ideas about the writing of history. Marcia 
Langton contends that the main problem in Australia is not racial 
discrimination, it “is the need to develop a body of knowledge on representation 
of Aboriginal people and their concerns” in all forms of media. There is a need 
for “a critical perspective to do with aesthetics and politics, drawing from 
Aboriginal worldviews, from Western traditions and from history” (28).  
The exegesis also examines whiteness and how Aboriginal people, their 
culture and beliefs have been treated in novels, with an eye to identifying the 
significant points of debate and the implications these may have for my creative 
work. It shows how this awareness was applied in Turrwan through the 
Foreword, Afterword, the inclusion of stories and ceremonies, and especially in 
the portrayal of the Aboriginal characters. 
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Writing a novel is a challenge. Translating a story from my head to 
paper involved numerous stages that have led ultimately to a narrative that will 
hopefully engage readers in an enjoyable way and leave them with the feeling 
they have learnt something about Queensland’s past. The final chapter outlines 
the process of writing the book in response to the research findings in the 
earlier chapters, from the experimental film script to the end product. It 
discusses how the quest for authenticity— I am aware that “authenticity” is an 
unstable term continually being reassessed and redefined in various fields—
influenced my choices regarding: point of view, what was left out, landscape 
and setting, and characters. Reminiscences is the foundation on which the novel 
is built and is examined in the exegesis from a number of perspectives: its 
reliability as a historical resource, the circumstances surrounding its writing, 
how and why it was written, and how it informed the creative work.  
 
1.1 The Novel and Brisbane 
 
While the colonial history of Australia has been widely represented in fiction, 
from Marcus Clarke’s classic For the Term of His Natural Life, first published 
in 1870, to Kate Grenville’s The Secret River (2006), Brisbane has been largely 
neglected. According to Elaine Barry, Sydney and its surrounds have been the 
subject of numerous historical novels, whereas “[t]he history of Brisbane is 
much less charted in creative literature” and that, “in terms of imaginative 
reconstruction, those early years of Queensland’s history are virtually 
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untouched” (46). This sentiment is echoed by William Hatherell: “The post-
convict nineteenth century [in Queensland] has been the setting for surprisingly 
few imaginative works” (25). Patrick Buckridge states that “[b]ecause of its 
unusually mercurial identity perhaps, Brisbane has not generated a great deal of 
writing in which the city itself is a prominent or unifying theme” (14).  
 Having written a historical novel set in and around Brisbane in the 
convict and post-convict era, I was interested in where my work sat with regard 
to other novels in which the city is a prominent feature. While critics agree that 
Brisbane has been overlooked in fictional literature, they do not really explain 
why this is so. As an aid to answering this question, I produced the Timeline in 
Appendix A, which lists novels set in Brisbane written from the end of the 
nineteenth century to the present. This section examines the patterns of writing 
about the city that emerge from the list and argues that White or Yellow? A 
Story of the Race-war of A.D. 1908 (1888) by William Lane is the first novel 
where Brisbane is a significant feature. A review of a number of works in the 
Timeline reveals how Brisbane has been portrayed over time, from Praed and 
Lane to Penton, Palmer, Anderson, Malouf and Cleary amongst others. What 
the literature shows is an image of Brisbane as a place to escape from until 
contemporary writers began rewriting the city in a positive way. This section 
examines the reasons behind the negative depictions and argues that they are 
responsible to a certain extent for the lack of novels about the city, and that, in 
particular, Brisbane’s colonial past has been neglected in fiction due in great 
part to cultural amnesia. According to Raymond Evans, much of Queensland’s 
 224 
 
 
frontier history has been repressed and that “[h]istorians have yet to construct a 
cartography of the selective trails of remembrance and forgetting in Australia’s 
past” (ch. 1). 
The first Queensland novel, Fern Vale, or the Queensland Squatter, by 
Colin Munro, was published in 1862 (Lee 116). Set for the most part on the 
Darling Downs in the years before separation in 1859, the book is a pastoral 
romance which describes the social interactions between squatters, and the 
treatment of the Aboriginal people. At one stage, one of the characters passes 
through Brisbane, but nothing is said of the settlement.  
It was not until 1881 and the publication of Politics and Passion, by Rosa 
Praed, that Brisbane appeared in fiction. Although Praed’s novel is only 
partially set in Brisbane, I have included it here because it is the first novel to 
make reference to the city at any length. Politics and Passion is the first of 16 
books set in “Leichardt’s Land,” which represents Queensland after it became a 
separate colony in 1859. The author describes Brisbane as follows:  
 
Leichardt's Town is curiously situated upon three peninsulas, lying 
parallel with each other, and formed by the snake-like curves of the river 
which divides them. The city lies in the middle, and is called the north 
side in contradistinction to South Leichardt's Town, with which it is 
connected by a bridge, while Emu Point, the suburb where Mrs. Vallancy 
lived, faces it again on the opposite bank.  
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Praed, who was born and grew up in Queensland, explores life on the 
frontier, squatters, politics and relations between black and white in the 
expanding state. According to Patricia Clarke, Praed wrote “about the 
emotional impact of the Australian bush, European-Aboriginal frontier 
conflicts, the effect of pioneering life—particularly on women—and the 
emerging political and social life that followed the establishment of Queensland 
as a separate colony.” Growing up, Praed’s ambition was to marry an 
Englishman and go to Britain ‘to escape from what she termed “eucalyptic 
cloisterdom” and to meet the famous authors of the old world who had enriched 
her childhood with their stories’ (Clarke). Some of Praed’s heroines in her 
novels would have the same ambition. This idea of wanting to escape was later 
explored by David Malouf and others in writing about Brisbane, as is further 
elaborated below. On discussing the cultural relationship between colonial 
Australia and Britain, Richard White highlights the lack of opportunity for 
writers in this country at that time: “More important was the deeply felt sense 
of cultural isolation, the belief that all our vital cultural reference points were to 
be found on the other side of the globe, so that the first requirement of any 
budding Australian writer was a ticket to London” (113). 
 The Timeline in Appendix A shows that only a handful of novels with 
Brisbane as the setting were written before the end of the nineteenth century. 
According to the John Oxley Library (JOL), The Curse and its Cure (1894), by 
Thomas Pennington Lucas was the first novel to be set in Brisbane. In the first 
volume, The Ruins of Brisbane in the Year 2000, a man sailing up the Brisbane 
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River in the early twenty-first century tells the story of the city’s decay. The 
narrator describes a civil war between Queensland and the other states, the 
massacre of the Aboriginal people, the 1893 floods, and the “curse” that leads 
to Brisbane’s downfall—the selfishness and greed of  the people. Volume two, 
Brisbane Rebuilt in the Year 2200, describes how “the city is rebuilt with love 
and transformed into a Christian utopia of peace, prosperity and good health” 
(JOL).  
However, there appears to be an oversight in the library’s (JOL) 
reckoning, and I argue that another work of fiction set in Brisbane predated The 
Curse and its Cure. In 1888, William Lane published White or Yellow? A Story 
of the Race-war of A.D. 1908, a work of speculative fiction, in serial form in the 
Boomerang. In David Crouch’s words, “[t]he novel imagines Australia twenty 
years into the future, its tale set in1908” (my italics 74). The Chinese take over 
the parliament, but are eventually expelled by an uprising of the white 
population. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Lane was an influential 
figure in Queensland political and literary circles. According to Crouch,  
 
[c]ontemporary literary historians have found some of the earliest signs 
of Australian feminism in Lane’s work, and have credited him with 
contributing to the cultural climate in which the Australian Labor Party 
(ALP) and the Australian union movement were born. Yet other critics 
have pointed to the extraordinarily vehement combination of racism, 
socialism and nationalism in his work. (73) 
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Lane’s work reflects the “repressed violence” and the “pathological national 
need” in Australia’s search for identity (Crouch 74). White or Yellow evokes “a 
kind of paranoid nationalism which erupts from an Australian culture obsessed 
by fears of horrific pollutions, invading crowds and sexual violence” (ibid). In 
White or Yellow, John Saxby, one of the leaders of the white revolution to expel 
the Chinese, proposes a solution to the problem, which is adopted by all and 
implemented:  
 
“Let us strike while the iron is hot and before they are ready. Let 
us terrorize them so that they will never recover. Let us convince 
them that we are desperate and that their only chance is to obey. 
We can fire Chinatown. . . . We can burn down every Chinese 
store and house and plough up every Chinese garden. We can 
hang every white man who is a traitor to the whites in this war. 
And we can start to do this throughout Queensland, perhaps 
throughout Australia, this very night.” 
“And the Chinese themselves?” queried Dow, while the other 
committeemen leaned to listen breathlessly. (qtd. In Crouch 78) 
 
This genre of narrative found its roots in public paranoia and contributed to a 
fear of being invaded that can still be felt in the present (Crouch 74). In 2013, 
the ever-increasing numbers of asylum seekers coming to Australia by boat has 
fuelled the fear many Australians have of “an invasion of immigrants, the 
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spectre of contamination by the crowd which defiles the purity of the nation” 
(76). Crouch’s words may have addressed an earlier period but they are still 
applicable today. Racism, particularly in the context of representation of 
Indigenous peoples in Australian fiction, is treated in Chapter 3.  
Perhaps White or Yellow? has been forgotten and not recognised as the 
first novel to be set in Brisbane because it appeared as a serial, a form of 
publication largely overlooked by scholars. In the words of Elizabeth Morrison, 
“[i]gnoring or giving cursory attention to serial fiction . . . the Australian 
literature reference works now in our libraries are, concerning many colonial 
novelists, at least incomplete and often misleading if not wrong” (29-30). 
Future researchers could well uncover other serialised novels where Brisbane 
plays a major role. White or Yellow? may also have been omitted because it was 
an obviously racist invasion story. 
Another candidate for the first novel set in Brisbane could have been 
The Land and the People published by W. Edward Graham under the 
pseudonym Austin South in 1891. However, only two chapters of “a futuristic 
novel involving a 'Utopian Brisbane'” were published and it is not known if 
Graham ever finished the novel (AustLit). The next novel to be set in Brisbane 
was The Dishonourable (1895), a popular courtroom drama and murder-
mystery/romance that takes place during the devastating flood of 1893. Its 
author, John David Hennessey, explores the corruption that was rife in the 
worlds of politics and business in the city at that time (Buckridge 28). 
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 The first half of the twentieth century saw few novels written about 
Brisbane, or even Queensland. In speaking of the inter-war era, Buckridge 
declares that “[t]he overall picture of this period, however, is depressingly 
devoid of literary highlights” (54). Three historical novels stand out in this 
period. The Romance of Runnibede by Steele Rudd aka Arthur Davis was 
published in 1927. Set on the Darling Downs in the mid-nineteenth century, the 
book narrates the lives of squatters and the Aboriginal resistance to the white 
presence, but there is no mention of Brisbane. Brian Penton’s Landtakers, the 
Story of an Epoch, published in 1934, explores squatter life and the treatment of 
the Aboriginal people from the 1840s to the 1860s. Landtakers relates the life 
of Derek Cabell, a young English immigrant who arrives in Moreton Bay in 
1844. Penton describes Brisbane: 
 
Red earth and blue sky met in the jagged line of a near horizon. In the 
middle of this vault stood the settlement—a prison within a prison. 
Shanties built of black bark twisted by the fierce sun, with crazy-shaped 
doors and glassless windows. Jail and barracks of stone. A yellow stone 
windmill. A long, dusty, empty street. Sheep, a few cows, pigs, wide 
patches of yellow Indian corn. At one side of the valley a river 
shimmered in the sunlight; at each end of the valley the bush. Into 
illimitable blue distance it faded, across unexplored mountains and 
plains, grey, motionless and silent.  
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Here Penton evokes a sense of isolation in a vaguely intimidating landscape 
from which there is no escape from the “prison within a prison.” 
Penton has played with history, as he describes convicts in chains and 
other aspects of the penal settlement. However, Brisbane was no longer a penal 
institution in 1844 as the prison was closed down in 1842. Only the first chapter 
of Landtakers is set in Brisbane, where Cabell’s anger at the loss of some sheep 
boils over in a bar. His opinion of the land was echoed by many of the first 
settlers: “’I hate it,’ he said pathetically. ‘I loathe it. It’s so different from 
England, this eternal, cursed, colourless bush.’” According to Ken Goodwin 
and Alan Lawson, this vision of the land is one generally adopted in “[t]he 
‘standard’ version of the Australian ‘myth’” (239). Goodwin and Lawson claim 
that,  
 
[o]f the many potential varieties of Australian bush scenery, it [the 
‘myth’] generally prefers those which it can describe as ‘harsh’, 
‘rugged’, ‘hostile’ and ‘inhospitable’; expectations of civilised life and 
culture, economic success or personal triumph are thus diminished—and 
those things become correspondingly suspect. (italics in original 239) 
 
Perhaps this myth of a hostile country is also partly responsible for later 
depictions in literature of the inhabitants of Brisbane, like Praed, wanting to 
escape to a better life in Europe. 
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In Landtakers, Cabell is bitter about his situation and prospects for the 
future, and blames the land for his failures. Two years after his arrival, he 
drives a mob of sheep and cattle 600 kilometres northwest of Brisbane where he 
establishes a huge holding. Over the years, Cabell commits atrocities including 
the massacre of Aboriginal people. Landtakers provides an unabridged view of 
life on the Queensland frontier and an image of the pioneer as an anti-hero. The 
role that landscape plays in shaping how we perceive a work cannot be 
underestimated. Landtakers, in the words of David Carter, 
 
shows a landscape that is almost gothic, that sometimes seems 
positively malevolent in its own right not merely the scene for 
malevolent human action. Imagining Queensland as a place of gothic 
haunting, guilty secrets, sexual repression, and violence—the other side 
of paradise—is a surprisingly strong theme in literature. 
 
Inheritors (1936), the sequel to Landtakers, evokes this idea of guilt and 
suppression as it takes aim at the political corruption in Queensland and 
portrays Brisbane towards the end of the nineteenth century “as a town 
obsessed by the need to conceal the misdeeds of its founders, and to perpetuate 
their lies” (Buckridge 63).  
It was not until the mid-twentieth century and Vance Palmer’s 
Golconda (1948), the first of a trilogy partially set in Brisbane that some form 
of continuity in using the city as a setting developed. The three novels, 
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including Seedtime (1957) and The Big Fellow (1959), are loosely based on the 
life of Ted Theodore, a Queensland politician, and span the period from the late 
1920s to the 1950s. The main protagonist, Macy Donovan, starts out as a union 
organiser in the new mining town of Golconda in outback Queensland and later 
rises to become premier of the state (William H. Wilde, Joy Hooton, Barry 
Andrews). It is not until Seedtime that Palmer gives life to Brisbane and “some 
parts of the city [are] rendered with some particularity” (Buckridge 45). In the 
following passage from Seedtime, Donovan has just left hospital after 
recovering from a knifing: 
 
A sense of exultation was making Donovan feel light-headed as he left 
the hospital behind him and sauntered down towards the North Quay. 
Morning showers had washed the streets clean and a cool, bright wind 
was moving in from the Bay; there was even the tang of the sea in it. 
Winding through the massed spread of buildings in the city below, the 
river showed in streaks of silver and where it widened into a broad reach 
along the Quay the dark blobs of small cargo-boats could be seen like 
moving water-beetles through the bamboos of the Esplanade. (61)  
 
Here Palmer uses the rain, the smell of the sea, and the river to evoke a sense of 
well-being in the city. 
 Two novels of note with Brisbane as the setting were published in the 
following decade: The Delinquents (1962) by Criena Rohan/Deirdre Cash set in 
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the early 1960s, and The Slow Natives (1965) by Thea Astley set in the late 
1950s. June Factor states that one of the reasons for the popularity of Rohan’s 
work “was the boldness and the cheeky humour with which she explored facets 
of working class life in Australia” (425). The Delinquents is a work of social 
realism that explores the experiences of two young lovers, teen rebellion and 
sexual promiscuity in the experimental years of the 1960s. The couple share an 
old Queenslander in the West End in Brisbane and “the sharp, authentic detail 
of everyday Australian city life forty and fifty years ago” is a feature of the 
book (427). 
 David Malouf’s Johnno (1975) describes the Brisbane of the author’s 
childhood in the post war years and, according to Buckridge, “has become the 
definitive Brisbane novel” (italics in original 70). Malouf, speaking of Johnno 
in the 2000 Neustadt Lecture, reinforces the notion of an under-represented 
Brisbane in literature and outlines his reason for writing about the city: 
 
It was about growing up in my hometown, Brisbane, a place that for 
some reason had never till then got itself into a book—or not anyway in 
a form that had brought it alive in people's minds and stuck. I wanted to 
put it on the map; to make it, in all its particularity, a place that would 
exist powerfully in the lives of readers in the same way that Dickens's 
London does, or Dostoevsky's Petersburg. (“A Writing Life”) 
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 However, throughout Johnno, Malouf paints an unsightly picture of 
Brisbane, which Dante, the narrator, describes as “a place where nothing 
happened, and where nothing ever would happen, because it had no soul. 
People suffered here without significance. It was too mediocre even to be a 
province of hell” (118). Brisbane was a place to escape from, as Dante, Johnno 
and their friends do, with many of them going to Europe, which Malouf implies 
is “superior to Australia” (O’Reilly). In the words of Nathanael O’Reilly, 
“Johnno closely conforms to the anti-suburban tradition in Australian literature 
by including many negative depictions of Brisbane's suburbs” (23). 
Johnno set the stage for the way the city was portrayed by writers in the 
years to follow. According to Todd Barr and Rodney Sullivan, “[t]he technique 
that Malouf honed in Johnno—that of a Brisbane rendered intimately through 
nostalgic remembering, local detail and personal experience—remained 
influential in successive literary depictions of the city” (74). Since Malouf, 
numerous novels have been set in Brisbane, with many, such as Jessica 
Anderson in Tirra Lirra by the River (1978) and Thea Astley in Reaching Tin 
River (1990), depicting the city as backward and uninteresting (Barr & Sullivan 
78), a place “to escape” from (74).  
Malouf’s influence is still evident in one of the most recent books to 
feature Brisbane, Simon Cleary’s The Comfort of Figs (2008), where the 
author, according to Rosemary Sorensen, has cleverly “taken up the baton 
carried so admirably by Malouf in Johnno and run with it across Brisbane's 
Story Bridge.” Cleary’s novel is set in the present but is in part historical as it 
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also depicts the period surrounding the construction of the bridge in the late 
1930s. The Comfort of Figs is a love story and explores themes of forgiveness 
and self-understanding. At the start, young Canadian Freya Adams is slowly 
discovering the hidden layers of the city through her lover, Robbie O’Hara. The 
following is how she sees “her adopted town” not long after she meets Robbie: 
 
A city of a million and a half, stretching, growing. A city reaching 
further outwards, towards the bays and the forests and the mountain 
ranges she’d glimpsed from the airplane window, but couldn’t grasp 
when she first flew in. So much water, so many trees, so many ridge-
lines. A developing city, and a place of rough politics, hard to detect. A 
city shaking off the past it seems half-embarrassed by. (16) 
 
The last sentence of this extract reflects Penton’s portrayal of Brisbane towards 
the end of the nineteenth century in Inheritors (1936). This inability to deal 
with the past, according to Cleary, is still present in the twenty-first century. 
Like Johnno, Jessica Anderson’s The Commandant was published in 
1975, and is the first historical novel to be set principally in Brisbane (Barry 
46). However, it is restricted to the period surrounding Captain Logan’s death 
in 1830. Anderson describes the arrival in Brisbane of Frances O’Beirne, the 
seventeen year old fictitious sister of Logan’s wife Letty: 
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Again they were rounding a long point defined by the winding of 
the river. The gardens lay on its eastern side, and when they left them 
behind, and came within sight of the western bank, Frances, like Amelia 
herself, brought up her hands and clapped them. The row of houses set 
in gardens, the smoking chimneys, the tall flagstaff and spirited 
fluttering flag, the barge crossing the river, the windmill on the hill. The 
cluster of people on the wharf, all this seemed to her the essence of 
homeliness and familiarity. (35) 
 
The sense of welcome expressed here by O’Beirne differs sharply to the 
shabbiness evoked by Penton in Landtakers set some fourteen years after The 
Commandant.  
In The Commandant, Anderson has woven fictional characters into a 
historical account of life in Moreton Bay Penal Colony—as I have done in 
Turrwan—in 1830. By that time, Commandant Patrick Logan had gained a 
reputation as a harsh disciplinarian hated by the convicts under his rule. 
Anderson uses Frances—a somewhat naïve humanitarian—along with others 
such as Dr Cowper (a historical figure) to provide an insight into Logan and the 
workings of the settlement where “[e]veryone is a prisoner” (Barry 56). Despite 
Frances’s early positive depiction of the colony, it was still a place to escape 
from, as many convicts did. In speaking of Moreton Bay Penal Colony, Mamie 
O’Keefe claims that, 
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[o]f the approximately 2062 men, 504 are known to have absconded, 
many of them more than once, over 700 separate abscondings in all. 
This is more than equivalent to one man in every three going once, and 
even though most of the absences were brief it clearly provided the 
authorities with a problem, to which various solutions were proposed. 
 
The desire to flee Brisbane, as expressed in many novels set in the city, is 
perhaps, in part, an ingrained remnant, a persistent leftover from the convict era 
where escape was on the minds of a great number of prisoners.  
 Many writers fled Brisbane during the Joh Bjelke-Petersen era (1968–
87). Stuart Glover says that “[m]ost accounts of Bjelke-Petersen’s premiership 
characterise the period as marked by the evacuation of writers and the ‘literary’ 
from the state,” but he questions the accuracy of such accounts which are “open 
to debate” (61). Nevertheless, Queensland has been represented in the past as a 
cultureless backwater inhabited by rednecks. The state “was seen as quirky, 
shabby or reactionary, as the ugly past (the racist, violent frontier) or the ugly 
future (artificial, corrupt Bris Vegas), or as a cultural desert, essentially rural, 
backward and boring” (Carter). However, this negative image, while still valid 
for some, has changed radically since the World Expo in 1988 and the demise 
of Bjelke-Petersen. In Glover’s words, “[b]y the end of the 1990s, the 
perceptions of Brisbane as a cultural wasteland had begun to recede” (71). 
Glover continues: 
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Most noticeably, lifestyle newspapers like the Brisbane News now 
deploy writers and the literary alongside the coffeehouse as tropes of 
Brisbane’s cosmopolitanism, central to its cultural rebranding. These 
narratives of literary success and change have become entwined with, 
and employed in, the generation of a wider set of narratives about 
Brisbane’s and Queensland’s maturation and development. A new 
city/state identity has written over, or at least contests, older images of 
Queensland that are still active. (70-71) 
 
A number of factors have also contributed to this transformation. The 
population has increased through migration, Queensland’s image as a tourist 
destination has been enhanced through sophisticated marketing and the 
government has invested in cultural organisations and practitioners (Carter). At 
the same time, Queensland writers such as Venero Armmano, John 
Birmingham, Nick Earls, Andrew McGahan and Simon Cleary among many 
others have played a central role in changing how Brisbane is perceived. For 
McGahan, the city is far from ugly. In his novel, 1988, he describes his return 
after a stint in the north: 
  
The glow in the sky. Orange streetlights. Outlying suburbs. It was 
beautiful. The highway turned onto the six-lane arterial. We came in 
through Oxley and Annerly, flowing with the traffic. Then the city 
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highrises were in view, alight, multi-coloured. Brisbane. It was 
impossibly beautiful. (italics in original McGahan 308) 
 
Carter contends that the negative qualities of Brisbane, as portrayed by 
writers like Malouf in Johhno, that is, “the slatternly and the sprawling,” have 
been refigured by other writers, and Malouf himself, “in positive terms as 
defining the personality, the unique freedoms and rich sensations, of the city.” 
Carter continues: “The often sprawling and slatternly wooden Queensland 
house became a key symbol of the city’s idiosyncratic charms.” The 
“Queenslander,” as the house is known, was epitomised in Malouf’s 12 
Edmonstone Street (1985), where he describes the building as “a one-storeyed 
weatherboard, a style of house so common then as to be quite unremarkable; 
Brisbane was a one-storeyed weatherboard town” (4). 
 Contemporary writers may be reconfiguring Brisbane in a positive 
manner, but the question still remains of why, as shown by the Timeline, so few 
historical novels have been written about the colonial era in Brisbane. Is it due 
to a collective will to forget the early history of Queensland, especially the 
“birthstain” of the penal colony and the desire of emancipists and their 
descendants to hide their convict origins? Babette Smith has this to say: 
 
A collusion of social forces at a public, institutional and at a family 
level created this national loss of memory. What began as an unspoken 
agreement to avoid an uncomfortable subject, over time turned into 
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ignorance. The penal colony that had been the most talked about 
experiment in the world in its first 100 years subsequently became the 
object of distortion, cover-up and, finally, silence in the second. (33) 
 
This denial of our convict past was deepened by a desire to forget the way early 
settlers treated the Aboriginal people—the massacres, the poisonings, the 
diseases. The frontier violence in Queensland has been replaced by the notion 
of the brave pioneer taming a wild country and “appears to be linked to our 
national amnesia regarding Australia’s convict ‘birthstain’” (Bottoms). During 
the 1988 Bicentenary celebrations, Smith contends, 
  
it was perfectly in keeping with the Australian tradition of avoiding the 
convicts that the only speaker who referred to them directly was the 
Prince of Wales. Of course, the local discomfit by that time was shame 
of a different sort. For some Australians, the First Fleet was now 
illegitimate not because it carried a cargo of criminals but because it was 
the harbinger of destruction for native Australians. (3) 
 
Evans argues that Australians are unwilling to treat with this period because 
“[i]t is a painful and distressing world . . . for it reconnoitres the dark continent 
within the human spirit that the savage process of dispossession tends to draw 
out” (ch. 1). 
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Even so, since the 1970s, more and more family historians have been 
searching the archives and discovering convicts in the family tree (Smith 4). 
Now people are accepting their convict ancestry to the point that it has become 
a badge of honour for some. We are also beginning to recognise and 
acknowledge the suffering the whites caused in their early interactions with the 
Indigenous people of Australia. Then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s “Apology 
to the Stolen Generations” in 2008 is one example. 
And has literature itself unwittingly played a role in putting novelists 
off? Indeed, as we have seen, a thread of negative images of the city runs 
through the novels discussed above, from The Curse in 1894, which depicts a 
city in decay, to the myth of the hostile country portrayed in Penton’s 
Landtakers and then the city concealing its past in the follow-up Inheritors. The 
line continues through the works of Malouf: Johnno, Anderson: Tirra Lira and 
Astley: Reading, who paint Brisbane as uninteresting, a place to flee from. 
Does this sense of Brisbane as not worthy of attention still haunt the collective 
subconscious and reinforce the desire to forget the city’s past? Nick Earls, 
author of Zigzag Street (1996), which is set in Brisbane, says that, “[f]or years I 
wrote things and deliberately avoided setting them in South-East Queensland 
because people didn’t seem to do that and the area didn’t seem to be regarded 
as worthy of carrying a story” (qtd. in Sheahan-Bright & Glover xx).  
And so our writers escape from Brisbane to look elsewhere for their 
stories. Two contemporary historical novelists who have lived in or around 
Brisbane have turned towards the “old country” to tell their tales. Kate Morton 
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has chosen to set her novels in England, flitting back and forth from the present 
to the first half of the twentieth century, beginning with The House at 
Riverton/The Shifting Fog (2006) through to The Secret Keeper (2012). M. K. 
Hume, who grew up in Ipswich, is consumed by ancient history which, as she 
says on her website, she “loved to teach. . . using stories to bring the ancient 
world to life for my students.” Hume has written two trilogies centred on her 
“first love, King Arthur, and the legends of the Arthuriad.” It seems the 
wonders of our distant ancestors in Europe are more attractive to writers than 
what happened in Brisbane in its early days. That is quite understandable, but 
more and more people want to learn about Brisbane’s past, as we saw on page 
217. However, only time will tell whether or not historical novelists turn their 
eye to the colonial era and do justice to the city. Brisbane has changed much 
since those far-off days of a tiny settlement tucked into a bend in the river and 
ringed with an endless sea of vegetation and later its image as a cultureless 
backwater where nothing ever happened. Now the city has begun to embrace its 
past more than ever and has become a place to move to, not to escape from.  
The overall survey shows a common thread in the early writings from 
Praed through to Penton. Whiteness is either questioned or affirmed, while 
inter-racial relations on the frontier and in the city explored. A number of these 
works, White or Yellow?  in particular, raise questions of national identity. 
Another thread links novels written in more recent times, from Malouf to 
Cleary. In these works, the built environment features along with the landscape 
and Brisbane takes on character as a place in the hearts and minds of its 
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inhabitants. Anderson and Shaw represent yet another strand of novelists (to 
which I belong), whose “settler accounts,” like Penton, take place in colonial 
times and explore various aspects of the period.  What stands out in many of 
these works is the way the river is depicted as defining the city, an essential part 
of its character. 
Turrwan has little in common with some of the early works set in 
Brisbane, especially White or Yellow? and The Curse. However, like many of 
the works cited in this analysis, Turrwan explores relationships between Black 
and White on Queensland’s frontier. In contrast, Anderson’s The Commandant 
makes little reference to the Aboriginal people except as a vague presence until 
the murder of Logan. Yet, there is a similarity between my work and 
Anderson’s in that we both use fictive characters who confront well-known 
historical figures. Despite the fictional content, I, like Anderson, have strived to 
respect the historical record. Barry states that in The Commandant, “[t]here is 
great authenticity in the factual background of the novel” (49). However, as we 
saw earlier, Penton was wrong with the dates in Landtakers, and as is 
demonstrated on page 268, Shaw was inaccurate with historical details in 
Mango Hill. These may simply have been details overlooked by the authors, but 
it does reflect negatively on the historical veracity of the works. Authenticity is 
further discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.  
From the foregoing, it is clear that Australian fiction writers have 
neglected the early history of Brisbane and that my novel could help fill this 
gap. No historical novels have been set entirely in Brisbane and its surrounds in 
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the period covered in Turrwan, that is, from 1830 to 1862. My creative work, as 
well as the above analysis and the Timeline in Appendix A, all respond to the 
demand for new resources and, in doing so, contribute to the literary and 
historical representation of Queensland.  
But what do readers want? What do they expect when they pick up a 
historical novel? With this in mind, it was important for me to understand what 
defines the historical novel and the state of the current debate surrounding the 
genre, particularly in Australia. How can fact and fiction work together to 
weave an authentic narrative, most importantly in the context of a white person 
of European descent writing about Indigenous people and their customs, a 
contentious area? How do I apply what I have learnt through my research to the 
creative work? How do I fabricate a plausible narrative, which is based on the 
historical record, in an aesthetically pleasing way?  
 
1.2 Methodology 
 
My project consists of a combination of qualitative and practice-led research: 
qualitative through the exegesis which consists of mainly discursive data, and 
practice-led through the creative work, a historical novel. The topics for 
research as outlined earlier arose from the creative work and the results of the 
ensuing research have informed the writing of the novel. My reading for the 
exegesis covered literature concerning the three principal sections: the 
fact/fiction dichotomy, authenticity, historical novels, narrative study, genre, 
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the history wars, education and historiography; white writing black; and the 
writing process. As was the case with writing the creative work (see page 320), 
I had to leave out large sections that, while interesting, were not the focus of 
this study. The deleted sections included an overview of the origins of the 
written narrative and the historical novel, an analysis of the dilemma 
confronting contemporary historians, and the role of the historical novel in the 
classroom.   
In the past decade, practice-led research has emerged as a strategy to 
complement traditional quantitative and qualitative approaches. Brad Haseman 
states that “[p]ractice-led research employs its own distinctive research 
approach with its own strategies and methods, drawn from the long-standing 
and accepted working methods and practices of artists and practitioners across 
the arts and emerging creative disciplines” (“Rupture” 148). Traditional 
research is driven by a “problem” or a research question while practice-led 
researchers tend to start practising and ask questions once they see what 
emerges; they also insist “that research outputs and claims to knowing must be 
made through the symbolic language and forms of their practice” (Haseman, 
“Manifesto” 100-101). While this research embraces many of the values of 
qualitative research, its main distinction from qualitative and quantitative 
approaches “is found in the way it chooses to express its findings.” Haseman 
describes practice-led research as “expressed in nonnumeric data” but in forms 
of symbolic data “other than words in discursive text.” Moreover, “the 
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symbolic data works performatively. It not only expresses the research, but in 
that expression becomes the research itself” (“Manifesto” 102-103).  
 According to Jen Webb, practice-led research involves: 
1. research for practice (generating data that will provide knowledge 
about the content of, and the context for, your current creative 
project). Draws on conventional methodologies: archival research 
(reading, observing); field research (participant observation; case 
studies; interviews, surveys and focus groups; ethnographies). 
2. research into practice (generating knowledge about techniques, 
approaches and thinking to do with how practice is carried out in 
your discipline). Draws on methodologies of practice (sketching; 
note-taking; photography; drafting and editing; simulations; self-
reflection; concept mapping; story boards; flow charts; etc) as well 
as the conventional methods suggested above.  
3. research through practice (using your creative techniques, often 
along with more conventional methodologies, to generate 
knowledge about a social, political, philosophical or other issue). 
While this thesis is a combination of all three of the above, I prefer the third 
option as there is more scope for creative expression. 
Reminiscences was of critical importance as an inspiration for the novel 
and as a source for the factual basis of the narrative, including insights into 
Tom Petrie’s character and experiences, Aboriginal language, customs and 
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ceremonies. As a starting point I methodically examined Reminiscences for 
pertinent facts—it was only much later that I analysed the motivations that led 
to the writing of the book and questioned its authenticity as a historical 
document in the review that appears in Chapter 4. The first task was not easy as 
the book contains an enormous amount of detail and is not written in 
chronological order, while Constance is often vague as to the actual time of 
events, using broad phrases such as “as a boy” while at other times she leaves 
the date out entirely. I also sieved through the words looking for character 
traits, how Tom acts/reacts in different situations and his relationships with 
members of his family, Aboriginal people, settlers and convicts.  
Writers of historical fiction are faced with reader expectations that the 
work be accurate. As Donna Lee Brien says, “[r]eaders of even the most 
imaginative work will soon identify that work as flawed if the writing is 
unintentionally misspelt, illogical, anachronistic, or historically or factually 
incorrect” (“Creative” 55). If an author does not adhere to the unwritten 
author/reader pact, his/her readers will be disappointed. As a result, many 
writers read prolifically in their quest for “authorial knowledge” and accuracy. 
Reading is widely acknowledged as a fundamental necessity “for many 
writers,” Brien says, as “a great deal” of the knowledge required to write a book 
“is gained by reading” (“Creative” 55). A non-exhaustive list of works 
consulted in the process of writing my novel can be found in Chapter 9.  
Over many months, I read widely about the Moreton Bay Penal Colony 
and the early history of Queensland, and studied maps, photographs and 
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drawings from the archives. From this research I was able to develop a timeline 
to which I fitted the events from Reminiscences, allowing me to construct an 
overall picture of Tom’s life in the early colony. I entered notes into an old 
Accounts book with a hard red cover making it easy to distinguish from the 
heaps of folders that cover my desk and shelves. I simply added 18 before the 
page number and I had a page for a year. See the Appendix for a copy of 1846 
where I noted some of the events recorded in Reminiscences and other sources. 
The novel Turrwan is both an expression of the research and the 
research itself. As such, it makes a significant contribution to knowledge as an 
original work informed by the theoretical analysis and reflective practice in the 
exegesis. 
At the beginning of the project, I had planned to interview 4-6 of Tom 
Petrie’s descendants, 6-8 historians and 5-10 Aboriginal people as part of the 
data gathering process, and had acquired the appropriate ethical clearances to 
do so. However, after speaking on the phone with Janice Hall, the last of Tom’s 
direct descendants, I felt there was little point in conducting a formal interview 
as Ms Hall had no information beyond what I had already discovered. I also 
met local historian Leith Barter at Strathpine Library and once again found that 
there was little he could add to what I knew. An overabundance of material and 
time limitations led me to question the need to interview members of the 
Aboriginal community. While a student at UQ from 2004 to 2006, I met local 
traditional owners who shared their peoples’ stories with me. At the time, an 
Aboriginal student told me of the rumour that Tom Petrie had had an affair with 
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an Aboriginal woman, and that there may even have been children. From this I 
created Karawara, who becomes Tom’s first love in Turrwan, but I have not 
gone so far as to give the couple children. In no way does this thesis attempt to 
displace preferred family identities of the Petrie family, a point I acknowledge 
on page 204 in the Afterword of the novel. My personal experience with 
Indigenous cultures is further discussed in section 3.6. 
In the end, I abandoned all the proposed interviews as I believed the 
exercise would be futile given the amount of information I already possessed. 
Nothing was recorded during the talks with Ms Hall and Mr Barter, and no 
material is used in the thesis. As an alternative, I decided to ask some of the 
local Aboriginal people to read a draft of the novel and to let me know what 
they thought. The novel, while based on factual events, is still a work of fiction.   
Throughout the writing process I had to jettison large sections of story 
based on research as they were interfering with the overall flow of the narrative. 
These included the sinking of the Stirling Castle and the Eliza Fraser story, and 
passages about John Lang. Detail of this process can be found in Chapter 4.   
 
Terms 
 
The historical novel can be defined as a novel set in the past, but as we will see 
in Chapter 2, this definition is limited in its scope. In this exegesis, the main 
idea that I want to convey through the term “authenticity” is that historical 
fiction is written on the basis of a claim to historical accuracy. Joanne Brown 
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states: “However an author chooses to balance her material between history and 
fiction, accuracy remains a primary obligation of all historical fiction.” While 
history is indeterminate, the historical novel has to be seen to be an authentic 
portrayal of the past; that is, despite the vagaries of the historical records, the 
historical details have to be accurate. Moreover, authenticity can be seen as a 
literary value that can be applied to all aspects of the historical novel, with 
particular focus here on characters, setting, Aboriginal customs and ceremonies, 
aesthetic devices, and source documents. 
 
I have followed the example of Terri Janke, who, in “More than words: writing, 
Indigenous culture & copyright in Australia” (2009), capitalises “Indigenous.” I 
have not altered the non-capitalised version when it appears in quotes. 
 
The MLA referencing system is used in this exegesis. Citings from electronic 
sources rely on the author’s name in the text to direct the reader to the 
appropriate entry in the Works Cited and, in general, no page numbers are 
given. The reader can assume that if no page number or other information is 
given for a reference in this exegesis, it is from a source on the internet. An 
example of this can be found on pages 224 with the extract from Praed’s 
Passion and Politics, which was accessed online.  
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2 The Historical Novel 
 
Much criticism of the historical novel concerns its ability to change fact, 
and indeed those who attack the form are often concerned with its 
innate ability to encourage an audience into being knowingly 
misinformed, misled and duped.  
Jerome de Groot — The Historical Novel 2009 
 
History and fiction are often uncomfortable bedfellows and nowhere more so 
than in the debate about the role historical fiction plays in bringing history to 
the general public. Some historical novels privilege a different kind of 
authenticity from that valued by historians. That is, an authenticity of 
authorial/reader engagement with the past in general rather than factual 
accuracy and specific textual authority. The traditional historical novel 
however, seeks to portray the known historical record with precise detail in 
order to satisfy reader expectations. This chapter explores the notion of 
authenticity in the context of a fictional work set in the past and analyses how 
critical accuracy is to the traditional form of the historical novel. It analyses the 
historical novel and what readers expect of the genre, and brings together 
diverse elements of historical fiction to formulate a definition of the genre. The 
chapter discusses author attitude to authenticity and the devices used in fiction 
to achieve it. Finally, it looks at the debate in Australia involving so-called 
“fictive history.” 
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2.1 The Fact/Fiction Dichotomy 
 
Hayden White, a leading critic in the field of historiography, claims that 
concomitant to the surge in popularity of historical fiction and the novel form in 
the nineteenth century, historians sought recognition of their field as a serious 
“science” (149). Historians believed that to be scientific, historical studies had 
to cut ties with any form of artistic writing or “imaginative literature,” 
especially the romantic novel (ibid). German historian Leopold von Ranke 
“anathematized” the historical novel virtually from its first appearance in 
Scott’s Waverley in 1814 (150). White argues that Ranke and others after him 
wrote history as narrative while eschewing the use of imagination and invention 
which were “exiled into the domain of ‘fiction’” (149-150). 
Other early critics in the nineteenth century also questioned the value of 
historical fiction. Cuban poet Jose Maria Heredia believed that history was 
opposite and superior to fiction and accused the historical novel of degrading 
history to the level of fiction (qtd. in de Piérola 152). In 1850, Alessandro 
Manzoni, though partially agreeing with Heredia, argued that fiction had value 
in its “poetic truth” as opposed to the “positive truth” of history (153). He 
eventually decided that the historical novel fails through the mixing of the 
incompatible elements of history and fiction, which can lead to deception (ibid). 
The criticism of novelists by contemporary historians is discussed later in this 
chapter. 
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More than a hundred years after Heredia, Georg Lukács, in his much-
cited The Historical Novel, first published in 1937, was more concerned with 
the social aspect of the historical novel and its capacity to portray the lives of its 
protagonists. He said that this form of writing, through its attention to the detail 
of minor events, was better at highlighting the social aspects than recording the 
greater moments of history. Lukács argues that the historical novel should focus 
on the “poetic awakening” of those who participated in great historical events 
rather than the events themselves (42). The reader should be able to experience 
first-hand “the social and human motives which led men to think, feel and act 
just as they did in historical reality” (ibid). Through historical fiction we are 
thus able to gain a greater understanding of a specific period and why people 
acted as they did. 
In contrast to these early critics, historian Richard Slotkin, author of 
three books on history and three novels, argues in “Fiction for the Purposes of 
History” (2005) that the historical novel can recount the past as accurately as 
history because it should involve similar research methods and critical 
interpretation of the data (225). In its search for “poetic truth,” the novel tries to 
create a sense of what the past was, without necessarily adhering to all the 
factual details and by eliminating facts not essential to the story (Slotkin 225). 
Kent den Heyer and Alexandra Fidyk go further, suggesting that “historical 
fiction may offer a more plausible representation of the past than those sources 
typically accepted as more factual” (144). In other words it is possible to 
experience history in a credible way through fiction. 
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For Hayden White, the difference between factual and fictional 
discourse is that one is occupied by what is “true” and the other by what is 
“real” (147). Historical documents may provide a basis for a “true account of 
the world” in a certain time and place but they are limited in their capacity to 
act as a foundation for the exploration of all aspects of “reality.” In White’s 
words,  
 
the rest of the real, after we have said what we can assert to be true 
about it, would not be everything and anything we could imagine 
about it. The real would consist of everything that can be truthfully 
said about its actuality plus everything that can be truthfully said 
about what it could possibly be. (147) 
 
White’s main point is that both history and fiction are interpretative by 
nature. Historians, for their part, interpret given evidence from a subjective 
viewpoint; this means that it cannot be unbiased. In the words of Beverley 
Southgate, “factual history is revealed as subjectively chosen, subjectively 
interpreted, subjectively constructed and incorporated within a narrative” (45). 
Both fiction and history are narratives and “anyone who writes a narrative is 
fictionalising,” according to Keith Jenkins (qtd. in Southgate, italics in original  
32). The novelist and historian find meaning through their own interpretation of 
the known record (Brown) to produce stories that are entertaining and 
structured. Moreover, historians often reach conflicting conclusions in their 
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translations of the same archival documents which, in the extreme, can spark a 
wider dispute such as the so-called history wars in Australia, what Robert 
Manne calls “the bitter and still unresolved cultural struggle over the nature of 
the Indigenous dispossession and the place it should assume in Australian self-
understanding.” 
The historian’s purpose differs from that of the novelist. Historians 
cover more ground in their approach to the historical record as they examine it 
in fine detail in an attempt to understand its complexities, and then use 
digressions and footnotes to explain and lend authority to their findings. The 
novelist, on the other hand, uses his/her imagination to create personalities and 
plot and can leave out important events. He/she achieves authenticity through 
detailed description of setting, customs, culture, buildings, speech and clothing 
(Brown). Nevertheless, one of the main tasks of both history and historical 
fiction is to represent the past to a reader in the present. This “shared concern 
with the construction of meaning through narrative” is a major component in 
the long-lasting, close relationship between fiction and history (Southgate 19).
 However, unlike history, the historical novel mixes fiction and fact and 
is therefore “a hybrid of two genres” (de Piérola 152). This mixture of supposed 
opposites of “fact” and “fiction” creates a dilemma for the theorist because 
historical fiction cannot necessarily be read as belonging to either category, 
hence the need for a clear definition of the genre which will be further 
discussed in the following section. Attitudes towards the line drawn between 
fiction and history are changing as an increasing number of critics explore the 
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interaction of the two genres. Historian John Demos argues that with the 
passing of time, the distinction “seems less a boundary than a borderland of 
surprising width and variegated topography” (329). While some historians are 
now willing to investigate the wide area where the two genres overlap, this 
approach remains a concern for traditionalists. 
It appears we are gaining a perspective of the historical novel that 
recognises both its historical and fictional elements. This implies that the reader 
of a historical novel must have some form of “historical competence” and that 
the act of reading is hermeneutic, depending “on the active participation of the 
reader,” otherwise it is not a historical novel (de Piérola 155). In a departure 
from the generic definition of a historical novel, that is, any novel set in the 
past, de Piérola argues that it is a process and should be seen as “a mode of 
writing that by creating and sustaining a constant tension between history and 
fiction, creates a potential truth. This in turn produces in the reader a 
historiographical consciousness, the awareness that the historical record is 
amendable, partial and ultimately written in the present” (157).  
But what exactly is “historical competence” or “historiographical 
consciousness?” Novelist Graham Swift provides an example in Waterland 
(1992) where history teacher Tom Crick tells his students stories about his 
family’s life in the Fenlands of East Anglia, England. The novel questions 
notions of history and storytelling and the consequences actions can have in the 
future. In the words of narrator Crick: 
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Suppose we have on our hands a corpse,—viz., the past. A corpse not 
always readily identifiable but now and then taking a specific and 
quite personal form. For example the headless trunk of Louis XVI. 
Do we say of this corpse, Well, a corpse is a corpse and corpses 
don’t revive? No, we do not. We ask: Why did this corpse come to 
be a corpse? Answer: By accident—or because on a certain day in 
Paris when a certain guillotine was descending, Louis XVI happened 
to have his neck in the way. At which you would laugh, and prove 
your inquisitive minds, your detective spirit—your historical 
consciousness. (107) 
However, historical consciousness is more than just an awareness of the past. 
Peter Seixas supports the definition proposed by the journal, History and 
Memory, as being “the area in which collective memory, the writings of history, 
and other modes of shaping images of the past in the public mind merge” (10). 
The reader approaches a historical novel with preconceived ideas and 
expectations that are a reflection of his/her culture and life experiences. 
As we have seen, nineteenth-century critics doubted the value of 
historical fiction while History sought to be recognised as a “science” by 
distancing itself from any form of artistic writing. Contemporary critics have 
argued that the historical novel can tell the past more accurately or even in a 
more plausible way than history. While factual discourse pursues what is “true” 
and fictional writing deals with what is “real,” both narrative forms are 
interpretive and subjective by nature. Historical fiction is a hybrid with the 
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tension between the two genres creating historical awareness in the reader. To 
better understand the nature of the historical novel we need to examine the 
characteristics that separate it from other forms of fiction. 
 
2.2 Defining the Genre 
 
Two principal elements that critics consider to define the historical novel are: 
first, it is set in the past and second, it accurately depicts the historical details of 
the particular period. Critics are divided on the question of how far in the past a 
novel has to be set to qualify as historical fiction (Davenport 300). As my novel 
is set in the nineteenth century, the question of a timeframe does not arise. 
However, this is still a major point of contention which I will treat briefly here, 
as the relationship between the author and the archival record is of importance 
in the writing of a historical novel. This relationship is significant because it 
highlights the difference between historical and other fiction. In writing 
Turrwan, and in my search for an authentic rendering of the past, I relied 
heavily on the known historical “facts,” in particular, Reminiscences, which is 
discussed in Chapter 4. 
Sarah Johnson, a leading scholar in the field, defines the historical novel 
as “a novel which is set fifty or more years in the past, and one in which the 
author is writing from research rather than personal experience” (“What are the 
Rules”). Bran Nicol reduces the distance in the past to “a few decades at least 
before the time of writing” (100), a timeframe that novelist Virginia Brodine 
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endorses as she requires a distance of “at least thirty years” from the period she 
is writing about to feel comfortable (210).  
Martin Ryle agrees with Johnson about research but proposes a different 
time frame. He states in his comments on Atonement (2001) and When We 
Were Orphans (2000), that “both are historical novels in the full sense of the 
term, representing actions predating the birth of their authors and most of their 
likely readers. Both are evidently based on historical information and research” 
(163). That is, Johnson’s “fifty or more years in the past” is replaced with a 
varying historical reference point, the author’s birth. Likewise, for Joyce 
Saricks, the historical novel is set “before the author’s lifetime or experience” 
(291). 
I agree with Boccardi who argues that a fundamental element of the 
historical novel is its retrospective nature that bridges two separate periods in 
time (5). She criticises Margaret Scanlan for extending the definition of the 
historical novel in Traces of Another Time (1990) to include works set in the 
near past because “this approach deprives the historical novel of its key formal 
feature, retrospection, and with it of the dual temporal dimension in which the 
genre operates, the time of the writing (the present) and the time of the setting 
(the past)” (5). Scanlan claims that contemporary theory has effectively 
sidelined  “the ossified definitions” of critics such as Fleishman who “talks 
about restricting the term to novels written about events that occurred ‘forty to 
sixty years before’ the time of their composition” (8-9). Through her inclusion 
of novels with a contemporary setting, Scanlan broadens the definition of 
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historical fiction, taking away the more specific nature of the genre, that is, its 
grounding in the past. Boccardi explains the importance of this difference in 
time: 
 
The retrospective view to a time beyond direct experience forces the 
historical novelist to confront the textual nature of the material at his 
or her disposal, with the corollary lack of a comprehensive and 
unified image of the past, and to acknowledge the imaginative leap 
from the fragmented evidence to the finished representation of the 
period or events that are the setting and subject of his or her work. 
(6) 
 
Boccardi’s point above, is that historical fiction is different from other fiction 
because it requires research of the written record which is often scattered, 
incomplete or contested, thereby adding a layer of difficulty not found with the 
retrieval of the past through personal experience/memory (3). It is also different 
to fiction set in contemporary times because it demands the active engagement 
of the reader “with a set of tropes, settings and ideas that are particular, alien 
and strange,” contends Jerome de Groot, whose books include Consuming 
History (2008) and The Historical Novel (2009) (4). The reader comes to the 
experience of reading a historical novel with preconceived ideas, expectations 
and a heightened awareness of the fictitious nature of the writing; he/she is 
conscious of the unusual experience of reading fiction that endeavours to 
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conceptualise the past, something that is alien to their contemporary 
understanding (Historical Novel 4). 
Historical fiction, through its contemplation of history from the 
privileged viewpoint of the writer’s present (the author knows how events in 
the past have evolved and impacted on the present), is dual in nature. This 
retrospective perspective or knowledge of the past leads the author to either 
clearly detail or vaguely shape how the historical process works. According to 
Boccardi, “what these two aspects of retrospection reveal is the dual, or even 
paradoxical, nature of historical fiction, tending towards a self-referential 
limitation of its access to the object of representation, on the one hand, and 
benefiting from the formal trappings of omniscience, on the other” (6). 
The historical novel encompasses a wide range of fictional writing. De 
Groot states that the genre consists of a variety of modes including epic, 
romance, literary, thriller, detective, fantasy, horror, western, postmodern and 
mystery. He claims that “the intergeneric hybridity and flexibility of historical 
fiction have long been one of its defining characteristics” (Historical Novel 2). 
My own work, Turrwan, is a blend of colonial adventure, romance, coming of 
age and postmodern. De Groot’s point is that it does not matter how a story is 
told as long as it respects the generic definition for historical fiction.  
In any consideration of the historical novel, the reader’s point of view is 
paramount. A novel set in the past can appear in many forms but readers of 
historical novels are all looking for a number of things. First and foremost, they 
want a gripping story that keeps their interest to the end. Readers may also be 
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hoping to learn something about the past. According to James Thom, “[m]ost 
regular readers of historical fiction are reading to learn, and they gain historical 
knowledge from story to story” (32). Others again may enjoy recognising 
historical sources, something that other forms of fiction cannot provide 
(Peabody). Historical fiction’s educational capacity attracts those readers who 
seek to familiarise themselves with a period or place outside their experience 
where they find pleasure in the daily activities and thoughts of the people in the 
story. In Johnson’s words, “readers want to learn firsthand about the hopes and 
dreams of people who lived long ago, marvelling at how different their 
experiences are from those of people today” (Historical Fiction 5).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
One of history’s principal functions, claims Southgate, is its “ability to 
make us feel good—to make sense of events, and leave an impression of 
meaning and purpose” (153-154). We look to the past as a way to understand 
the present and who we are. In our present culture, Southgate contends, a 
prevailing sense of unease translates into a need to explore our past “in search 
of roots” (180). Writer and academic William Rainbolt concurs, rejecting the 
argument that reading fiction is pure escapism, seeing it as just the opposite, 
more as an attempt to come to terms with life through literature. 
From the foregoing, it is clear that if we accept Boccardi’s argument and 
that of the majority of critics, then a historical novel should be set in a time 
beyond the direct experience of the author and the majority of readers. It is only 
through a distant perspective of the past and the consequent objectivity, or 
awareness of difference that this allows, that a work can be called a historical 
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novel. The historical novel’s retrospective nature, that bridges two separate 
periods in time, and the difficulty found in consulting archives, set it apart from 
contemporary novels written from personal imagination, experience or 
memory. Critics are united in their view that to be authentic, historical fiction 
must also be based on genuine research and accurately depict the period it is set 
in, within the confines of the known historical record. Stories that do not 
engage a definite historical content/context are not historical novels. The 
historical novel is a hybrid with the tension between fact and fiction creating 
historical awareness in the reader through actively engaging with unfamiliar 
themes, ideas and settings in an ongoing process. Historical fiction educates us 
about people and places of the past, their lives, their struggles and their 
customs. What we learn through reading about the past can lead to a 
reassessment of our present values and our place in society because they are 
cast in light of a different social context. In this situation, the notion of 
authenticity is critical to the way a historical novel is perceived and will be 
examined in greater detail in the following section. 
 This section has established a clearer definition of the historical novel 
and the role it plays in educating readers about the past. 
 
2.3 Authenticity 
 
Aside from looking for common generic traits in terms of historical timeframes, 
a key aspect of the way critics have approached the historical novel is the 
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notion of authenticity. The measure of authenticity of a historical novel, Joanne 
Brown contends, is the extent of the author’s attention to accurate historical 
details, which includes settings, characters, events, customs, culture, politics, 
food and speech. From this perspective, a work set in the past is not necessarily 
a historical novel. To be authentic, a historical novel has to be both about a 
historical era and originate from that period’s particular context. Lukács argues 
that novels prior to the early nineteenth century tended to treat history as “mere 
costumery” because they lacked the “specifically historical, that is, derivation 
of the individuality of characters from the historical peculiarity of their age” 
(19). This viewpoint is shared by fiction writer Jill Paton Walsh, who states: 
“Can we imagine the plot and characters set in any other period? If we can, then 
the book is not in any organic way about its historical period. It may be a very 
good book, but it is not a historical novel” (qtd. in Penney Clark, italics in 
original). 
As we saw earlier, the way readers perceive a work and their 
expectations of a historical novel are central to the author’s approach. Thus, a 
measure of the degree of the importance of authenticity to historical novelists is 
their prolific use of paratexts in the form of prefaces, footnotes, prologues, 
epilogues, maps and photographs, among others, to enhance the perception of 
the historical accuracy of their work or to assert its fictitiousness (de Groot, 
Historical Novel 6-10)). An example of this mode is Bryce Courtenay’s 
Solomon’s Song (1999), written for the general public, in which the author 
states in the acknowledgements that “it has always been my contention that the 
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historical facts in a work of fiction must be accurate and that readers should be 
able to rely on them to obtain a knowledge of the times in which the narrative 
takes place” (vii). Courtenay reinforces this viewpoint in a note on sources at 
the back of the book where he affirms that he has consulted many reference 
works in an attempt to assure the historical accuracy of his novel (677). My 
research here has shown that, while not usual, notes and a list of works 
consulted is an acceptable feature of the historical novel and is not only helpful 
but also adds authenticity to the work. This led me to adopt a similar approach 
in my own novel where I provide an Afterword.  
However, readers need to be aware that these same paratexts can also be 
fictional. At first glance, Arthur Golden’s Memoirs of a Geisha (1998) produces 
ambiguity as to its authenticity in the mind of the reader. The title announces a 
“memoir,” which is non-fiction. The translator’s note at the beginning of the 
book, signed by a Professor of Japanese History, adds to the sense of a “true” 
story. Then, in the acknowledgements at the end, Golden admits that he has 
invented Sayuri and her story, although the historical details of the period and 
the life of a geisha are true (433). The book is, in fact, a historical novel, with 
the dressing of a memoir used as part of the genre’s aesthetic to add to the 
impression of an authentic document. 
The historical novel has been criticised for its capacity to misrepresent 
the past and to mislead the reader (de Groot, Historical Novel 6), yet many 
authors feel a sense of responsibility towards the reader because the perceived 
historical authenticity of a work influences the way readers interpret the text 
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and consequently form an opinion about the past. People read a historical novel 
knowing it is fiction and are willing to suspend their disbelief to enter a history 
that may, or may not, have happened,  but they expect it to be historically 
accurate or “faithful to the past” (Davenport 300). Rainbolt, in an essay about 
his novel Moses Rose (1996), argues that uncertainty is a part of fiction and that 
the reader knows this. The writer asks the reader to assume that the story may 
be true and to start from there. Brodine claims that while a reader may not 
remember the story, he/she may be convinced of the accuracy of the period 
details, which endows the author with a “great power and a responsibility 
commensurate with that power” (207). Fictional stories dressed up as history 
can lead to a distorted view of the past (208), so if a historical novel is to retain 
its value, accuracy has to be a prime focus. According to Brown, “there is no 
margin for errors or anachronisms, each of which can reduce a novel’s 
usefulness or interest.” The issue of the value of historical novels is particularly 
pertinent when they are used as a tool in the history classroom. 
Well-known Queensland author Patricia Shaw has sold millions of 
historical novels worldwide. For the most part set in Queensland, her books are 
a mix of imagination and supposedly factual information. Yet, I found the 
following on page six of Mango Hill, published in 2007: 
 
Not far from the cathedral, not too long ago, in front of the GPO to 
be exact, the hero of the Aborigines’ resistance, Dundalli, was 
hanged. In retaliation, the blackfellows killed Captain Logan, the 
 267 
 
 
commandant of the penal settlement, though that was not a bad thing, 
according to the convicts who had suffered under his merciless reign 
and regarded the man as nothing less than a vicious monster. 
 
From my own research I know that Dundalli was hanged in 1855, long after the 
Moreton Bay prison was closed in 1842, while Logan died in 1830, so there is 
no way his death could have resulted from retaliation by Aboriginal people for 
Dundalli’s demise. However, as a reader coming across such a conspicuous 
error I was disappointed, and questioned how much of the historical context of 
the book could be trusted. While every author makes genuine mistakes, Shaw 
broke a fundamental principal of the historical novel, that is, its basis on the 
known historical record. Unfortunately, most readers would not pick up this 
discrepancy and would thus end up with an inaccurate perception of 
Queensland’s history, if indeed they remembered the incident at all. As we saw 
in Chapter 2, readers of the genre, while recognising its fictional status, still 
expect known historical details to be correct. 
Authors reveal their attitude towards authenticity through the aesthetic 
techniques they use to create tension between history and storytelling. Rather 
than adhere to an omniscient point of view, many contemporary writers present 
their work in the form of memoirs (as we saw with Golden), diaries, 
biographies or historical investigation. These forms of life-writing are classed 
as non-fiction but in this instance are not. They are fictional works that create 
doubt in the mind of the reader as to what is fact or not (de Piérola 158; de 
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Groot, Historical Novel 108). De Groot claims that by using these techniques 
authors are “questioning the legitimacy of narrative and undermining authority” 
(108). An example of this strategy is Peter Carey’s True History of the Kelly 
Gang (2000), which won the Booker Prize for Fiction in 2001. Carey uses a 
number of narrative techniques to create ambiguity in the reader’s mind about 
the factual record. The title itself invites conjecture and the book is presented as 
a collection of historical documents including letters written by Kelly to his 
daughter. Perhaps one of the reasons for the success of True History can be 
found in Carey’s use of “literary ventriloquism” to create a document that had 
historians such as Ian Jones and Alex McDermott debating its authenticity. 
David Lodge coined the term “literary ventriloquism” in 1987 to describe how 
writers imagine the voices of their characters (100). Carey’s portrayal of Kelly 
writing letters to his daughter added greatly to the perceived authenticity of the 
book by “providing a believable (fictional) voice for a historical character” 
(Brien, “Imagining Mary Dean” 3). 
However, critics disagree in their perceptions of Carey’s portrayal of 
history. Novelist and critic John Kinsella is uncomfortable with the way 
Carey’s work perpetuates national myths, arguing that he “has played with the 
way we interpret and receive history”. Slotkin has a different view, as he argues 
that the novel offers other possibilities outside the historical record for the 
reader to explore: 
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Precisely because the novel imaginatively recovers the 
indeterminacy of a past time, it is not bound simply to celebrate the 
mere outcome; but leaves the writer and reader free to explore those 
alternative possibilities for belief, action and political change, 
unrealized by history, which existed in the past. In so doing, the 
novelist may restore, as imaginable possibilities, the ideas, 
movements and values defeated or discarded in the struggles that 
produced the modern state—may produce a counter-myth, to play 
into and against the prevailing myths of the nation. (231) 
 
Carey’s attitude towards authenticity is one of questioning the approved 
historical record. His True History carries no indication of how much he has 
played with history, whereas many writers of historical fiction prefer to write 
some form of explanation. While Carey plays with history, in a postmodern 
sense, in order to evoke debate about the past, other historical novelists (as I 
am) are more concerned with representing history in a realist mode, which 
highlights the wide variety of possible approaches to the genre.  
One possible outcome from authors striving for authenticity through the 
use of various devices is that some historians now accuse historical fiction of 
having a negative effect on historiography. Mark McKenna and Inga 
Clendinnen question the role “fictive history” plays in portraying the past and 
their arguments are discussed further in the next section. Certain historians have 
also been accused of incorporating elements of the novel in their work. 
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A well-known case in recent times is that of historian Simon Schama, 
who, in writing Dead Certainties (Unwarranted Speculations) (1991), was 
criticised for creating dramatic scenes based on dubious historical sources 
without informing the reader of his fabrications (Nelson). In this work, Schama 
questions notions of factual history and the limitations of historians. The title is 
suggestive in itself, while the Afterword to the book is explicit, as  
 
historians are left forever chasing shadows, painfully aware of their 
inability ever to reconstruct a dead world in its completeness however 
thorough or revealing their documentation . . . We are doomed to be 
forever hailing someone who has just gone around the corner and out of 
earshot. (320)  
 
Another example is Robert Rosenstone’s Mirror in the Shrine (1988), which 
was considered to be postmodern and not acceptable to publishers and agents as 
the correct way to present history, despite the author’s reassurance that nothing 
was invented, “it just tells the story a different way” (Rosenstone 16). 
Schama is not the only author to draw fire from critics for neglecting to 
inform the reader of the veracity of his writing. Richard Current accused Gore 
Vidal of getting his facts wrong and of inaccurately portraying Lincoln in his 
work, Lincoln: A Novel (1984) (81). Despite the title, which is a form of 
disclaimer itself, Current argued that Vidal could have avoided criticism if he 
had not asserted that his work was authentic history, or had used a disclaimer in 
 271 
 
 
a preface to deny any connection between the novel’s characters and known 
persons (82). Vidal replies to Current’s accusations in an open letter published 
in The New York Review of Books in 1988 as follows: 
 
Professor Richard N. Current fusses, not irrelevantly, about the 
propriety of fictionalizing actual political figures.
 
I also fuss about this. 
But he has fallen prey to the scholar-squirrels’ delusion that there is a 
final Truth revealed only to the tenured few in their footnote maze; in 
this he is simply naive. All we have is a mass of more or less agreed-
upon facts about the illustrious dead and each generation tends to 
rearrange those facts according to what the times require. Current’s text 
seethes with resentment and I can see why. “Indeed, [Vidal] claims to 
be a better historian than any of the academic writers on Lincoln 
(‘hagiographers,’ he calls them).” Current’s source for my unseemly 
boasting is, God help us, the Larry King radio show, which lasts several 
hours from midnight on, and no one is under oath for what he says 
during—in my case—two hours. On the other hand, Larry King, as a 
source, is about as primary as you can get.  
 
However, Current is concerned about this form of writing, known as 
“fictional history,” which, unlike historical fiction, “pretends to deal with real 
persons and events but actually reshapes them—and thus rewrites the past” 
(77). This concern is shared by some historians in Australia as we shall see in 
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the next section and is of interest because my fictional work is woven around 
“real persons and events” and therefore falls in this category. 
 To sum up, a work set in the past is not historical fiction if it is not 
based on accurate historical detail. To enhance the perception of authenticity, 
authors include various aesthetic devices in the form of paratexts, as I have 
done in Turrwan. I agree with critics who argue that the author has a 
responsibility to not misrepresent the past, and this is reflected in the creative 
work where I explain in the Afterword what is fiction and what is fact as we 
know it. 
  
2.4 Fictive History 
 
Mark McKenna, in his essay “Writing the Past,” argues that “fictive history” 
has become a new trend in Australia. He is unhappy with the historical 
authority bestowed on this form of writing and would like to see history 
restored to its rightful place (98-99). In his view, the role of the historian differs 
from that of the novelist in that “the historian must account for, verify and 
defend the historical validity of what she has said. The historian, as Clendinnen 
has written, “enters into a moral relationship with the persons enclosed in the 
documents.” History demands a confrontation with a real past, incomplete, 
fragmented and imperfect as it may be” (107). McKenna contends that novelists 
have no need to justify themselves or to be accurate in their portrayal of the 
past, as the historian does. He claims that “[f]iction’s truth is the truth of the 
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human condition,” whereas “[h]istory’s truth is the chance to understand human 
experience as it can never be lived, from above and from afar, looking back, 
understanding the human condition because we are not there, because we are 
not surrounded by the fog or immediacy of experience” (108). To McKenna, 
the “crucial difference” between the two approaches to the past is that “history 
relies on distance” whereas fiction strives to convince the reader that he/she has 
been transported back in time and is directly experiencing the events described 
(ibid). 
With the decline of academic history, McKenna argues, novelists have 
taken over the historian’s role and fiction has become read as history (98). In 
sympathy with McKenna, author, historian and anthropologist Inga Clendinnen 
claims that “novelists have been doing their best to bump historians off the 
track” (16). McKenna accuses writers W.G. Sebald and David Malouf of 
supporting “the core myth of historical fiction, the belief that being there is 
what makes historical understanding possible.” Malouf contends, in a 
conversation with Helen Daniel in 1996, that  
 
our only way of grasping our history—and by history I really mean 
what has happened to us, and what determines what we are now and 
where we are now— the only way of really coming to terms with 
that is by people's entering into it in their imagination, not by the 
world of facts, but by being there. And the only thing really which 
puts you there in that kind of way is fiction. Poetry may do so, drama 
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may do so, but it's mostly going to be fiction. It's when you have 
actually been there and become a character again in that world. 
(“Interview” 99) 
 
In other words, the only way we can really understand the past is through the 
imagination in the form of fiction, not facts. From this point of view, the 
historical novel plays an important role in our culture because it allows 
people to interact with the past in a compelling way, something factual 
writing often struggles to do (Rosenstone 17), except perhaps in pop culture 
history by exponents such as journalist Peter FitzSimons. According to The 
Fordham Company, “[i]n 2001, he was Australia’s biggest selling non-
fiction author with just under 250,000 sales. He duplicated that feat in 2004 
with his book on Kokoda and had similar success in 2006 with his book on 
Tobruk.”   
McKenna recognises that history is present in fiction and that history 
can contain fiction, but they should not be confused. He argues that 
Grenville has asserted in public that her historical novel The Secret River 
(2006) is history: “If ever there was a case of a novelist wanting her work to 
be taken seriously as history, it is Grenville” (102). The Secret River tells the 
story of early settlement along the Hawkesbury River in New South Wales. 
Grenville’s inspiration for the story emanated from her ancestor Solomon 
Wiseman’s life. The main protagonist, William Thornhill (loosely based on 
Wiseman), is convicted of theft in 1806 and transported to Australia. The 
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novel depicts the poverty and despair in England at the time and describes 
life in the new colony where Grenville explores the collision between the 
colonists and the Aboriginal people. Despite knowing Grenville has insisted 
elsewhere her book is not history, McKenna argues that this conflicts with 
what she said in interviews and this worries him because, “with such 
comments, it is little wonder that many people might begin to read fiction as 
history” (103).  
In “History and Fiction,” Grenville refutes McKenna’s arguments 
and those of Clendinnen: “Here it is in plain words: I don’t think The Secret 
River is history . . . Nor did I ever say that I thought my novel was history.” 
Furthermore, the acknowledgements in the back of the book state clearly that 
it is a work of fiction. She accuses the two above-mentioned historians of 
using quotes that “have been narrowly selected, taken out of context, and 
truncated” (History).  
Later, McKenna goes on to say how shocked he was on hearing 
Grenville, in an interview with Ramona Koval on Radio National, make her 
now infamous comments about standing on a stepladder looking down at the 
history wars, and that he “felt like ringing the ABC and leaping to the 
defence of historians” (103). He accuses Grenville of elevating fiction above 
history as an “interpretive power” (104). Koval asked Grenville where her 
book stood in regard to the history wars. She answered: 
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Mine would be up on a ladder, looking down at the history wars. . . I 
think the historians, and rightly so, have battled away about the 
details of exactly when and where and how many and how much, 
and they’ve got themselves into these polarised positions, and that’s 
fine, I think that’s what historians ought to be doing; constantly 
questioning the evidence and perhaps even each other. But a novelist 
can stand up on a stepladder and look down at this, outside the fray, 
[emphasis in original audio] and say there is another way to 
understand it. (“Interview”) 
 
Grenville claims that she did not use the stepladder image to imply 
that her work was superior to history but rather to convey a sense of being 
outside the battle raging between historians as an uninvolved observer, “an 
interested onlooker who made the mistake of climbing a stepladder rather 
than a couple of fruit-boxes to get a good view.” She goes on to argue that 
McKenna’s only sources in his essay “Writing the Past” are interviews and 
newspaper articles, which in themselves are fine, but she disagrees with how 
they have been used “uncritically, at face value, as authoritative evidence” 
(“History”), much in contrast to the historian’s desire for authenticity in all 
sources. 
It appears that the troubles between history and fiction will continue 
for some time yet, as some traditional historians are bent on keeping faith 
with the tenets of their nineteenth century predecessors by defending history 
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from the insurgence of fiction with vigour. While history and historical 
fiction share a common purpose in presenting the past, the novel deals with 
what is “real” and can tell the past in a more plausible way than history, 
which deals with what is “true.” In Australia, historians such as McKenna 
and Clendinnen are worried by the incursion of historical fiction into their 
territory and are highly critical of novelists who claim their works are 
history. The overall picture that emerges is of two fields that are still 
struggling to clarify a number of core issues concerning the nature of both 
the historical novel and historiographical writing, and the role they play in 
portraying the past. While I make no claim that my own novel is history per 
se, it does respect the historical record, in spite of its fictional content. 
 
In the following chapters I adopt a more reflective approach to my examination 
of issues confronting a white person writing about Indigenous peoples and the 
discussion surrounding the process of writing the novel. Authenticity is a 
central issue for any author writing about Australia’s colonial past and is once 
again an underlying theme in these chapters. In the first of these two chapters I 
discuss the way non-Indigenous authors have represented the Aboriginal people 
and their culture in fictional literature with a particular focus on cultural 
appropriation. In addition, I explain how this research has impacted on and 
been applied to the creative work. 
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3 White Writing Black 
 
In a world where the history of Indigenous and Non-Indigenous 
Australia is so divided, to represent or not becomes a cornerstone of the 
writing project. 
Janie Conway-Herron — “Australia’s Black History: Writing Australian 
cultural sensitivities” 2011 
 
The mimsy, fearful view that writing about culture is impossible does 
literature a great disservice. It is only in the attempt to imaginatively 
understand one another across the barriers of sex, race and culture that 
great literature is created. And even more, the view that this cannot and 
should not be done harms humanity as a whole. If we cannot make the 
attempt to cross those barriers and try to understand each other, we are 
condemned to repeat over and over, and possibly sometimes in 
megatons, the mistakes of the past. 
James O. Young and Susan Haley — “‘Nothing Comes from Nowhere’: 
Reflections on Cultural Appropriation as the Representation of Other 
Cultures” 2009 
 
My novel has both real and fictitious Aboriginal characters as well as 
Indigenous stories and sacred ceremonies. As has been shown, authenticity is 
central to the classification of a work as a traditional historical novel and 
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becomes even more important within the context of a non-Indigenous person 
writing about the Aboriginal people and their culture. As an author, I need to 
consider that non-Indigenous and Indigenous readers may have completely 
different preconceptions of the historical context of the period in question and 
therefore their expectations of the narrative may also differ substantially. In 
Chapter 2, we saw that historical fiction can portray the past as well as, if not 
better than historians. In my quest for authenticity, I rely heavily on Tom 
Petrie’s memories to paint a portrait of Turrbal culture and recognize that my 
principal source is a white settler. Due to the central role it played in the 
creation of Turrwan, Reminiscences is analysed in Chapter 4.3. 
This study analyses the dilemma facing non-Indigenous authors 
engaged in writing about Australia’s past, and how white supremacy shaped 
Aboriginal stereotypes through the written word of colonial narratives. It 
examinines notions of representation and appropriation directly concerned with 
historical and other novels and the way white authors have treated the 
Australian Aboriginal people in their fictional works. I argue that it is possible 
to enter the consciousness of someone from a different culture and to have 
some idea of what is going on in the mind of people in a given situation while 
recognising that it is much easier to write about what we know from direct 
experience and immersion in a particular culture. I contend that there are 
benefits to both the represented and the representer when we write stories about 
a culture other than our own, and that here in Australia, these narratives can 
contribute to the reconciliation process. The study reviews Indigenous opinions 
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and expectations in this area then explains how the overall research informed 
the writing of the novel. It shows how I have approached Indigenous culture in 
general, with a particular focus on how I incorporated Aboriginal stories and 
sacred ceremonies in Turrwan, and my reasons for doing it this way. 
 
3.1 Whiteness and Representation  
 
The non-Indigenous writer creating stories set in Australia faces a dilemma: 
whether or not to write about the Aboriginal people and their culture, and if so, 
how. In the words of José Borghino, “[t]he politics of speaking in an Aboriginal 
voice, if you’re not Aboriginal, is at best fraught and at worst a nightmare” 
(46). However, to write a novel set in early Brisbane, as mine is, with little 
mention of the original inhabitants would be to provide a false impression, an 
inauthentic portrayal of the true situation and to perpetuate the myth of terra 
nullius (Merrilees 1). Yet, as a white person, if I include Aboriginal characters, 
I need to be aware of the complexities involved in speaking for and about their 
experiences.  
Many Indigenous people still feel resentment and anger about our 
colonial past and the inability of whites to understand the circumstances that 
created the present situation. Aboriginal people are also angry about the way 
they have been portrayed in white literature. Jackie Huggins contends that 
much of what non-Indigenous people have written about the Aboriginal people 
“has been patronising, misconstrued, pre-conceived and abused” (13).  
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The majority of representations of the Australian Aboriginal people in 
literature before 1788 were for the most part negative. The original inhabitants 
of this continent were described as “the miserablest People in the World” by 
William Dampier, and as “naked, treacherous, and armed with Lances, but 
extremely cowardly” by Sir Joseph Banks. When Cook wrote about Australia in 
the 18
th
 century, he said the Aboriginal people were uncivilised, thus paving the 
way for terra nullius and possession. They were further stereotyped by the early 
Sydney newspapers which ridiculed the so-called “civilised” Aboriginal people, 
thus creating the stereotype of the “‘ignoble savage’: an ugly, comic figure 
whose image persisted well into the twentieth century” (Wilde & Headon). 
According to bell hooks in “Representations of Whiteness in the Black 
Imagination”: 
 
Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like 
fictions, they are created to serve as substitutions, standing in for what is 
real. They are there not to tell it like it is but to invite and encourage 
pretence. They are a fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes 
them less threatening. Stereotypes abound when there is distance. They 
are an invention, a pretence that one knows when the steps that would 
make real knowing possible cannot be taken—are not allowed. (170) 
 
Australian colonial texts were dominated by a “discourse of savagery,” Clare 
Bradford argues, which situated the Aboriginal people “on the very border 
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between men and animals” (15). On the other hand, stories that explore the 
violence and displacement suffered by the Aboriginal people as a consequence 
of settlement, “call into question the legitimacy of Australia’s foundation and 
undermine notions of progress and growth, and they thus constitute a threat to 
colonial discourse" (15). Larissa Behrendt argues that frontier narratives are 
“colonial constructions” that can promote a false image of settler interactions 
with the first people of Australia. She asserts that we must challenge the 
stereotypes embedded in the colonial mindset in order to combat its inherent 
prejudices in contemporary society and, in particular, in the law (145). One 
such frontier narrative is Eliza Fraser’s story. Following the shipwreck of the 
Stirling Castle in 1836, Fraser became a cult figure after her rescue and her 
supposedly factual account of her time spent with the Aboriginal people passed 
into folklore, the extremely negative images of the Aboriginal people planted 
firmly into the subconscious of countless whites. The impact of these types of 
narrative on Australian society was significant because they created “a version 
of history, which constructed stereotypes of Aboriginal Australians that gave 
impetus for the development of government policies and then continued to 
create societal support for ‘civilizing’ through assimilative and segregative 
policies” (Behrendt 163).  
The Aboriginal voice is totally absent from these “captivity” narratives 
which are used as vindication for politicians to intervene and control Aboriginal 
people, because “they” are dangerous and pose a threat to Empire. The real 
story, according to Behrendt, is that Fraser was saved by the Butchulla women, 
 283 
 
 
as she would not have survived without their help (171). The silencing of the 
Aboriginal voice denies the positive role the Aboriginal people played on the 
frontier—that is, they worked hard for the white people in various roles and, 
most importantly, how the women helped with childbirth and childcare (172, 
176). Fraser’s narrative, and others like it—which are supposedly authentic 
accounts of the past—disempower Aboriginal women and deprive them of 
“authority, responsibility and independence, making misogyny a legacy of 
colonialism for Aboriginal women” (176). Towards the end of the 20th century 
academics began to explore and theorise the underlying causes of racial 
superiority in what is termed “whiteness” studies. The reliability of historical 
sources is further discussed in reference to Reminiscences in the following 
chapter. 
According to Aileen Moreton-Robinson, whiteness “is an invisible 
regime of power that secures hegemony through discourse and has material 
effects in everyday life” and “as an epistemological a priori provides for a way 
of knowing and being that is predicated on superiority, which becomes 
normalised and forms part of one’s taken-for-granted knowledge” (75-76). In 
order to establish their identity, whites need the presence of someone “less than 
human” against which they can measure their own superior humanity. Moreton-
Robinson names some of the stereotypes used to represent Aboriginal people: 
“treacherous, lazy, drunken, childish, cunning, dirty, ignoble, noble, primitive, 
backward, unscrupulous, untrustworthy and savage” (76).  
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White (1997), Richard Dyer’s work on whiteness, is based on the 
premise that “[w]hite people create the dominant images of the world and don’t 
quite see that they thus construct the world in their image” (9). Whiteness is 
present everywhere, yet somehow manages to remain invisible. Todd Kuchta 
contends that Dyer goes beyond the position held by Toni Morrison in Playing 
in the Dark (1992) and Edward Said in Orientalism (1978), who both argued 
that whites defined themselves against “non-white others” (2). While this need 
of the other for self-definition is a characteristic of white culture, it is limited 
“and may reinforce the notion that whiteness is only racial when it is ‘marked’ 
by the presence of the truly raced, that is, the non-white subject” (Dyer 14). 
Stephen Muecke explains how authors use grammatical devices and 
metaphor to create racist discourse which works “to designate people as 
something other than an ideal, like adult, white perfection, whose attributes 
tend to be self-determination, discipline and individualism” (31-33). This can 
occur through exaggerating the “savagery” or “primitiveness” of a people, as 
will be shown through the works of Eliza Fraser and Ian Idriess later in this 
chapter. The racist discourse, according to Muecke, firstly, displaces “the 
designation of people away from adult humans to children, animals and 
inanimate objects, which are subject only to the laws of nature,” and secondly, 
“essentialism, or geneticism” which “structures discourse in such a way that 
social conditions, or whatever is going on, are seen as the effect of people’s 
genes, their essential racial difference” (32).  
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Moreton-Robinson criticises Muecke for failing to identify whiteness in 
his article “Lonely Representations: Aboriginality and Cultural Studies” in 
Power, Knowledge and Aborigines (1992), one of the few works that address 
“Indigeneity and representation” (81). She also criticises Bain Attwood, a 
leading scholar in colonial history, for the same thing in the introduction to the 
afore-mentioned text.  Both Attwood and Muecke do not “recognise whiteness 
as a racial category,” and it therefore remains hidden (82).  She argues that 
 
Anglocentric travel narratives, journals, diaries, archives, histories and 
narratives of exploration, crime and captivity provide an extensive formal 
record of historical representations of whiteness in Australia. The task 
today is to name and analyse whiteness in all texts to make it visible in 
order to disrupt its claims to normality and universality. (87) 
 
As with Dyer, the aim is to deconstruct whiteness, which needs to be 
recognised and identified in all written documents if there is to be any benefit. 
My novel relies on archival records as above, so I have to be aware that it is a 
white interpretation of white documents. My goal in Turrwan is to make 
colonial whiteness visible to the reader through the actions of each of the 
characters.  
 However, there is a danger of whites becoming over-enthusiastic about 
studying themselves, thereby keeping whiteness at the centre (Dyer 10-11). 
Dyer’s aim is rather to take the power away from whites: “The point of seeing 
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the racing of whites is to dislodge them/us from the position of power . . . by 
undercutting the authority with which they/we speak and act in and on the 
world” (2). Due to the ubiquity of whites in representation, they are unaware of 
their own racial status and this has led to the notion that “whites are not of a 
certain race, they’re just the human race” (Dyer 3). White people need to 
become conscious of their position of power as a race and to question how this 
can be changed. bell hooks  claims that whiteness studies could “deconstruct 
practices of racism and make possible the dissociation of whiteness with terror 
in the black imagination,” with the result that “whiteness no longer signifies the 
right to dominate. It truly becomes a benevolent absence” (178). Kuchta 
criticises this position which “fails to distinguish between negative and positive 
manifestations of whiteness” and could in fact hamper those whites in a 
position to instigate change (3). Writers of fiction are in this category and have 
the capacity to shape perceptions of Indigenous people and promote greater 
understanding between cultures. 
Colonial folklore and the law perpetuate the dichotomy of them/us, 
empire/other, civilised/barbarians. In response, Behrendt constructs her own 
narrative based on the 1997 Report, Bringing Them Home: “captured by 
savages . . . suffered cruel abuse at the hands of the savages . . . treated like 
slaves . . . suffered a fate worse than death” (181-182). In this way, she shows 
that it was the Aboriginal people who suffered violence at the hands of the 
colonisers, not the other way around.  
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 In Turrwan, the function of the following passage is to allow Tom to 
express his opinion about white representation of Aboriginal People and to 
refute the negative characteristics. 
 
I have read Eliza’s account of her time with the aboriginals and 
was shocked by the way she claims they treated her. I met and spoke 
with the Butchulla people who took her in after the shipwreck and death 
of her husband on Fraser Island. Fraser says she was beaten and 
otherwise maltreated by the women. ”The white woman’s story is not 
true,” an elder told me. “If it had not been for the Butchulla women, 
Eliza Fraser would not have lived,” he said. Surviving members of the 
crew also said they had been well treated by the blacks.  
In later years I would draw my mother’s ire when I disparaged 
her friend. “I dislike the way Fraser has embellished her tale at the 
expense of the aboriginals for personal gain,” I once said in 
exasperation. “Stories of this type plant the image of the Aboriginal 
people as brutal, primitive savages in the minds of Europeans, which in 
turn justifies their need to tame the ‘wild’ men and women, and if 
necessarily, eliminate them altogether.” (33-34) 
But why do non-Indigenous authors want to write about the first people 
of Australia? It was perhaps the absence of any substantial Australian 
Indigenous literature and the notion of a “dying race” that led many early white 
writers to tell the Aboriginal peoples’ narratives in their stead. In Dark Side of 
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the Dream (1990), Hodge and Mishra coined the term “Aboriginalism” to 
portray this “paternalistic assumption that whites need to speak on behalf of 
Aboriginal people” (Merrilees 7). The term can be compared to Said’s 
“Orientalism” which could be said to have “a double movement, a fascination 
with the culture of the colonized along with the suppression of their capacity to 
speak or truly know it” (Hodge & Mishra 27). 
Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland (see review in 4.3), 
though not a novel, is one example of a work written through “a sense of loss 
for traditional Indigenous lifestyles” (Kerr 45). Walter Roth, Chief Protector of 
Aborigines, states in a letter to the editor included as a Note in Reminiscences 
that “[t]he aborigines are fast dying out, and with them one of the most 
interesting phases in the history and development of man.” Constance Petrie 
was thus encouraged to record her father’s memories of the Aboriginal way of 
life before it was too late. In the mid-twentieth century, Australian novelists 
such as Eleanor Dark, Katherine Susannah Pritchard and Xavier Herbert were 
determined activists whose writing and political actions played a major role in 
bringing Aboriginal people into the drawing rooms of the white populace “at a 
time when few Aboriginal people had the resources, the language or the will to 
do so” (Merrilees 7). Contemporary Australians now have access to a wide 
range of writing by Aboriginal authors, beginning with David Unaipon’s Native 
Legends (1929) and continuing through the works of Oodgeroo Noonuccal to 
Kim Scott and Alexis Wright.  
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As a non-Indigenous writer I am aware that the Aboriginal people do 
not need me to tell their story and my decision to make those who inhabited the 
Brisbane area in the nineteenth century central figures in my novel is, as writer 
Margaret Merrilees puts it, “a conscious choice: a political choice, in the 
context of the times” (7). Moreover, I believe that a work that recounted Tom 
Petrie’s life without the Aboriginal people could in no way be an authentic 
rendering of the past. The absence or inclusion of Aboriginal characters in 
works of fiction is further discussed in Chapter 3.4.  
In my opinion the interaction between the colonisers and the Aboriginal 
people is a shared heritage that can and should be explored by both black and 
white and that there are benefits for both sides in this process. Allan Robins 
argues that observing a culture from the outside can be beneficial and that 
representing Indigeneity from the exterior can promote understanding between 
cultures: 
[W]ith due care, non-Indigenous representations of Indigeneity may 
prove useful, not only to the representer, but also to the represented: 
as Indigenous people become more aware of how they are perceived, 
and the changes that take place in those perceptions over time, they 
may become more able to formulate more and more effective 
understandings, responses and counter-representations of their own. 
(9) 
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Positive representation of Aboriginal people by a white writer can lead 
non-Indigenous readers to the realisation that Indigenous people are not really 
that different from ourselves. According to Melissa Lucashenko, Nene Gare in 
her The Fringe Dwellers (1961), “[h]ad the imagination and the life experience 
to portray for a white audience—and maybe for the first time—a world in 
which Aboriginal men and women are both decent and normal, despite their 
being treated as far less than that” (xiv). This positive recognition of the “other” 
heightens understanding and is a step along the path to reconciliation. 
Young and Haley argue that, rather than harm Indigenous culture, 
writings by outsiders can benefit those cultures by stimulating interest and 
creating an audience for Indigenous literature (271). They further highlight the 
value of literature in inter-cultural understanding: 
In the process of communication between cultures, literature has a 
vitally important moral role to play. It is through literature that readers 
undertake to imagine what it would be to be someone else, someone 
perhaps completely different, just as women can understand and 
imaginatively identify with a male character from the inside and vice 
versa, so can members of other cultural communities. (286) 
Stories written by a non-Aboriginal person about our common past thus 
represent an opportunity for discussion and the advancing of the reconciliation 
process. In order for contemporary Australians to move beyond the barriers of 
racism we need to look at our past relationships and recognise how they have 
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shaped our present attitudes. According to Merrilees, “part of the way we 
unlearn our white racism is by telling stories, as honestly as we can—our 
stories of what’s happened, the interactions between races in this country” (2). 
It is this knowledge of where we came from, who our ancestors were and what 
they did that can lead us to greater tolerance and compassion for those who are 
different to ourselves. And these stories, especially if they are told by someone 
who has experienced Indigenous cultures, are “important . . . for all 
Australians” (Conway-Herron 8). However, the way we tell these stories is 
critical to the way they are received by Indigenous and non-Indigenous readers 
alike. 
 
3.2 Appropriation, Theft and Misrepresentation 
The non-Indigenous writer in Australia faces a number of issues involving 
context and content in any work about the Aboriginal people; as Allan Robins 
says: 
Contextual issues include questions of the right to represent, 
ownership of experience and story, procedures and protocols 
developing around representations of Indigeneity, questions of 
cultural appropriation, and the social, cultural and material effects of 
representation. Issues of content include related questions of 
accuracy, competence and cross-cultural awareness. (6)   
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Whites have been appropriating Indigenous cultures for centuries, 
stealing their art, artifacts, beliefs and even their bodies for supposedly 
“scientific” study. Appropriation, that is, making use of another’s culture, 
occurs in a number of ways. In what Margaret Merrilees considers to be its 
worst form, “cultural appropriation constitutes the claim to a spiritual 
connection to the land akin to that of Aboriginal people, the use of Aboriginal 
symbolism to lend ‘authenticity’ to non-Aboriginal voices” (5). 
In fictional literature, the most extreme instances of appropriation occur 
when a white person assumes the identity of an Aboriginal person to publish 
their work, a notable case being that of Leon Carmen who adopted the name 
“Wanda Koolmatrie.” Carmen and his agent convinced Magabala Books that 
My Own Sweet Time (1994) was the autobiography of an Aboriginal woman 
(Merrilees 6). Another example was Serbian immigrant Sreten Bozic who 
assumed the identity of B. Wongar. Although he made no real effort to conceal 
the fact he was white, Bozic wrote in the first person as though he were an 
Aboriginal person. He did, however, deceive Thomas Keneally who reviewed 
The Track to Bralgu (1978), B. Wongar’s first book of short stories, in The New 
York Times Book Review in 1978, “hailing its author as the voice of authentic 
Aboriginality” (Nolan 7). 
Non-Indigenous writers can also be accused of the theft of Indigenous 
stories. Clare Bradford takes issue with well-known children’s author Patricia 
Wrightson who uses Aboriginal mythology and spirit figures in her many 
works: 
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Wrightson’s romantic view of writing attributes an innate wisdom to the 
writer, an idea whose time has surely passed. And her essentialising 
depiction of traditional narratives is unable to account for what is 
specific and local in cultural practices, so that Aboriginal traditions are 
submerged in a universal sea of folklore. (128) 
In this way, Aboriginal stories lose their value as entities with direct links to 
their place of origin. The direct connection to country and its particular context 
is no longer evident, depriving the narrative of any real meaning. 
The works of Ion Idriess fall into a different category altogether. First 
published in 1931, Idriess’s Lasseter’s Last Ride (over 120,000 copies sold) 
tells the story of whites searching for gold in central Australia (Shoemaker 54). 
While Aboriginal people are present throughout, they mainly appear as 
stereotyped fringe characters (55). From a contemporary viewpoint, Idriess’s 
descriptions are embarrassing. Adam Shoemaker, in his work Black Words 
White Page (1989), wonders “how many thousands of readers have accepted 
the implicit prejudices contained in these passages in the past, as merely a 
legitimate component of the adventure story-line” (56). Shoemaker accuses 
Idriess of belittling his Aboriginal characters by reducing them “to a brutal, 
bestial level” while “[t]he undertone of white supremacy is ever-present” (ibid). 
Idriess’s influence as a writer cannot be underestimated—in all he wrote 55 
books and sold more than three million copies world-wide (54). Moreover, the 
way he presented his novels made them seem authentic, as though they were 
recounting history as it actually happened. Shoemaker has this to say about 
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Outlaws of the Leopolds (1952), Idriess’s historical novel about Aboriginal 
resistance fighter, Sandamara: 
 
To add insult to Aboriginal injury, the tone of his entire novel conveys 
the impression that it is historically accurate adventure reportage. The 
impression of historical scholarship is conveyed by the author’s preface, 
which quotes references to numerous Police Department reports, the 
inclusion of a score of photographs of an anthropological nature 
intermittently throughout the text, and the author’s assertion that he had 
consulted ‘aboriginal friends’ who obliged with ‘big-feller talk’ (p. vi) 
concerning the days of Sandamara and his guerrilla fighters. 
Considering that Idriess travelled through the area and completed his 
research on Sandamara half a century after the events took place, he 
surely does not have a monopoly on historical veracity. (139) 
Outlaws is a good example of the way writers employ the characteristics of 
non-fiction to endow an air of authenticity to their fictional works, which was 
discussed in Chapter 2, and apparently it works, at least in commercial terms. 
To be fair, there were many other Australian writers of this period, Dark for 
example, who held alternative positions to Idriess. 
Novelist Tim Winton discovered how easy it is to attract criticism when 
he was accused of appropriation in his bestseller, Cloudstreet, for portraying a 
black man in the form of an apparition “who brings succour to the white people 
who now live on his land. ‘The war is over, have my land’, the ghost seems to 
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be saying . . .” (Pascoe 211). Pascoe argues that this view of Aboriginal people 
has become accepted as historical fact by the majority of Australians and he 
explains why:  
Australian ignorance makes us want the blessing of those so ruthlessly 
trampled. When the blessing is received by a character like Winton’s 
ghost of Uncle Tom the reader takes comfort and warmth from the fact 
that it’s all okay, the black didn’t really mind at all. Our blacks are our 
friends. (italics in original 212)  
It seems that whatever path non-Indigenous writers take, they are likely 
to face a degree of criticism. While this is not necessarily a bad thing as it 
contributes to the overall debate, there are some works that carry appropriation 
and misrepresentation to the extreme. 
 
3.3 Author, Audience and Authenticity 
 
The scars of the Assimilation Policy and the “stolen generation” are major 
themes in Indigenous author Kim Scott’s novel Benang: From the Heart 
(1999). The question of identity is complex for most cultures and is examined 
in both fiction and non-fiction. In Benang, Scott searches deeply into his past in 
a bid to understand who he is. Along the way he exposes the attitudes behind 
the Assimilation Policy and the devastating effect it had on Aboriginal people. 
Unfortunately, readers can be easily confused by the style of writing adopted by 
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Scott and, despite winning the Miles Franklin Award, his audience is limited. In 
the words of Stephen Matchett in an article in the “Weekend Australian”: “The 
sad truth is that your average fictional exploration of the life of a sensitive soul 
suffering in anti-intellectual Australia, elements of whose life just happen to 
resemble the author’s, generally sell about 11 copies” (R 40). Matchett may, or 
may not, have had Scott in mind when he wrote the above. Nevertheless, the 
implication is that literary works like Scott’s do not sell. 
In stark contrast to Benang, Mutant Message Down Under (1994) by 
Marlo Morgan has sold in the hundreds of thousands and is very popular in the 
United States where it spent over six months on the best-seller lists when it was 
first published (Ellis 152). The book was originally self-published as non-
fiction but reclassified as fiction by Harper and Collins. It is described in 
disclaimers as a work of fiction, but according to Ellis, “[t]hese two disclaimers 
are overshadowed by a series of devices that encourage readers to apprehend 
the book as an accurate, autobiographical account of Morgan’s own 
experiences” (153).  
Mutant Message appeals to New Age disciples who idealise Indigenous 
cultures and spirituality. Morgan has opened a rich vein in her account of a 
journey into the depths of Australia in the company of a tribe of Aboriginal 
people known as the Real People who, she claims, asked her to be their 
messenger and to spread the word throughout the world. The work is a total 
fiction and the result of a fertile imagination, yet Morgan has contrived to 
convince her readers of the veracity of her depictions of Aboriginal culture. 
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And this mistaken viewpoint is often the only knowledge many from the 
northern hemisphere have of Australia. In the words of Cath Ellis: “This is 
disturbing precisely because the book, which is routinely taken by non-
Australian readers to be an accurate, non-fictional account of Australian 
Indigenous culture, is in fact a complete fabrication” (149).  
Morgan has come under attack by many Aboriginal people for 
appropriation and misuse of information. In the words of Robert Eggington, 
coordinator of Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation: “Marlo Morgan's claim[s] 
are a fabricated fantasy, her deceit is reflected on her conceptualisation of 
totemic religious belief and the dreaming is abysmal. If she has done what she 
claims to have done without initiatic right it is punishable by death under 
Aboriginal Law.”  
The above corporation has launched an international campaign to 
expose Morgan’s fraudulent use and portrayal of Aboriginal culture and their 
language is clear and strong: “We condemn you Marlo Morgan as a fraud and 
Spiritual thief, your story of ‘Mutant Message Down Under’ as a fabricated 
New Age Fantasy, your journey with the Real People as nothing more than a 
hoax.”  
The way authors convey a sense of verisimilitude was briefly treated in 
Chapter 2 but becomes a specific issue here. The notion of authenticity is a 
central theme in my research and, I believe, for many writers of historical and 
other fiction. Ellis remarks that “[a]nything that authorises or authenticates a 
particular product or service gives it a vital edge in the market. As many 
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scholars have observed, this authority is increasingly being appropriated from 
indigeneity” (159). Mutant Message was given great authority through the 
endorsement of Burnum Burnum, “a well-known Aboriginal Australian actor 
and activist” (154); the consequent controversy led Burnum to eventually 
withdraw his support for the book (157). 
The Morgan controversy, admittedly an extreme case, highlights the 
ethical questions inherent in writing about Indigenous cultures and the author’s 
responsibility with regards to the historical record. Morgan, and she is not alone 
in this enterprise, has rewritten history with total disregard for the Aboriginal 
people and their culture by perpetrating a fraud that has moulded the mistaken 
perspectives of countless readers, while others perhaps read it as fantasy.  
 
3.4 Absence Versus Inclusion 
In Searching for the Secret River (2006), Kate Grenville admits she had little 
knowledge of Aboriginal people when she started describing them for her 
historical novel. Instead of trying “to enter the consciousness of the Aboriginal 
characters” she wanted to witness what her principal character Thornhill could 
have seen at the time, or at least something similar (193). After a trip to the 
Kimberleys where Grenville met a number of Aboriginal people, she decided to 
drop all the Aboriginal dialogue from her book, because “[i]t might be 
historically accurate to have the Aboriginal characters speaking broken English, 
but it made them less sympathetic, more caricatured” (198). This is an 
important point which I discuss further in Chapter 4. Grenville states that we 
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cannot enter the Aboriginal people’s “inside story,” that was up to someone 
with the right and the knowledge (198).  
However, the lack of depth in Grenville’s Aboriginal characters in The 
Secret River drew the ire of writer Bruce Pascoe who found the book “terribly 
disappointing” (213). While acknowledging Grenville’s writing skills, Pascoe 
states that “the black characters are mere sketches, adjuncts to the real 
characters” and that she describes “the Australian scenes as if she’s only ever 
seen pictures of black people and assumed the rest” (italics in original ibid). 
Pascoe argues that Australian writers ignore the Aboriginal presence in their 
works or that they are used as colourful backdrops, or even worse, portrayed as 
ignorant savages. In so doing, these authors pass over “[a] wonderful 
opportunity to uncover the secret civilisation of Australia . . . in favour of 
continued reliance on the myths, music and legends of a continent separated 
from our land by an entire hemisphere” (210).   
Inga Clendinnen also took Grenville to task for not developing her 
Aboriginal characters in The Secret River, suggesting the limited representation 
“reveals a contemporary delicacy of mind” brought on by her submission to 
“political correctness” and her avowed inability to empathise with Aboriginal 
people from 200 years ago (19). Yet Grenville has no difficulty empathising 
with a variety of British characters from 200 years ago, prompting Clendinnen 
to ask if we are not “seduced into an illusion of understanding through the 
accident of a shared language” (23). We may be descendants of the colonisers 
and share their language, but the way we think today is very different to that of 
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200 years past. I agree with Clendinnen when she says we cannot “restrict our 
efforts towards understanding only to those people we guess to be 
approximately of our own kind, because that would condemn us to playing 
Blind man’s Bluff in a largely unintelligible world” (20-21). I argue that it is 
possible to enter the consciousness of someone from a different culture (and 
time period) and to have some idea of what is going on in the mind of people in 
a given situation while recognising that it is much easier to write about what we 
know from direct experience and immersion in a particular culture. In the words 
of Young and Haley: “Humans, for all their cultural and other differences, are 
not so different that they are incapable of understanding each other” (276). A 
level of understanding of the history and character of a culture other than our 
own comes through interaction and in-depth research of the available sources. 
As we saw earlier, the extra effort required in interpreting the past from limited 
resources as compared to direct experience is a feature of the historical novel 
that distinguishes it from other forms of fiction. 
One author who would also have disagreed with Grenville and who 
cannot be accused of ignoring the Aboriginal people in her work is Eleanor 
Dark whose historical novel The Timeless Land, published in 1941, became a 
bestseller (Thumm). The novel traces the story of the arrival of the First Fleet 
and the interactions with the Aboriginal people and is often told from the 
Aboriginal point of view. In stark contrast to Grenville, Dark, who was writing 
much earlier, had no hesitation giving voice to historical Aboriginal characters 
such as Bennilong, yet she was never criticised for appropriation by early critics 
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(Thumm). However, she was criticised for assigning thoughts to the Aboriginal 
people “of which they could never have been aware” (Wilkes 146) and for 
idealising the people and their way of life, thereby perpetuating “the myth of 
the noble savage” (Thumm). More than a decade after Wilkes, H. M. Green 
complimented Dark for her “analyses of Aboriginal mentality, and in particular 
of the mind of Bennilong” which are “a triumph of creative insight” (1093). In 
a 1966 study of The Timeless Land, A. K. Thomson acclaimed the novel as 
“one of the most influential Australian books ever published” (3) and that Dark 
“has done more than any other single Australian to make Australia conscious of 
the Aborigines, to know something of the Aboriginal way of life, and of their 
qualities” (2). Thomson’s praise may be somewhat exaggerated and Eurocentric 
but it serves to highlight how the novel was received at the time. As an outsider, 
Dark used her “creative imagination” to “convincingly assume the persona of 
an insider and write about an insider’s experience in the first person” (Young & 
Haley 277). Janie Conway-Herron asserts that many Australian novelists have 
tried to write outside the framework of whiteness, “but the very colonial 
markers they are resisting inevitably affect their writing, placing it in an in-
between space fraught with the tension of unresolved racism” (2). She goes on 
to say that “Dark was a non-Indigenous woman who resisted the writing of a 
white supremacist version of history” (ibid). 
In fairness to Grenville, whose main concern was to avoid 
appropriation, the situation in contemporary Australia is much changed from 
that of the 1930s. According to Thumm, “Dark was writing at a time when 
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there were almost no avenues for Aboriginal writers to give voice to their own 
story. By the time Grenville was writing, Aboriginal writers had claimed their 
own voice, so the concern of cultural appropriation was, perhaps, legitimate.”  
My own approach to writing the novel resembles Dark’s more so than 
Grenville’s in that I have both historical and invented characters and like Dark, 
preferred to adhere as closely as possible to the historical record “rather than 
bend history to fit her narrative,” as Grenville did (Thumm). I chose this 
direction out of respect for those readers who come to the historical novel 
expecting an accurate portrayal of the past. 
 
3.5 On the Right Track: Journey to the Stone Country 
 
Over the last 20 years, Australian authors have increasingly written about 
Aboriginal issues in various genres. But, for Australian Book Review editor 
Peter Rose, “[t]he serious heat, sales and cultural energy focus on works in the 
area of politics, society and current affairs” (29). He cites Robert Manne’s 
Whitewash and Keith Windschuttle’s The Fabrication of Aboriginal History as 
“some of the key books that have excited most interest and controversy in 
recent years.” Rose regrets that “not many novels or slim volumes make it into 
that category or excite such interest” (30). One that did was Alex Miller’s 
Miles-Franklin-Award-winning novel, Journey to the Stone Country (2003). In 
essence, a love story centred around the tropes of a personal journey, inter-
racial relationships and reconciliation, Journey is an example of a well-written 
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work of literary fiction accessible to a wide audience, thereby enhancing its 
value as a reflection on Aboriginal issues. In the words of Jackie Huggins:  
The best books written about Aboriginals by non-Aboriginals are by 
those who have some relationship and friendships with Aboriginal 
people themselves. Having a respect and knowledge of Aboriginal 
culture, history, social issues and what was happening to Aboriginal 
people in the era in which they are being written about is imperative to 
how one writes the Aboriginal characters and situations. (12) 
According to Aboriginal academic and writer Anita Heiss, Alex Miller’s 
Journey to the Stone Country was one of the best books she had seen for the 
way it portrayed the Aboriginal people and their culture. Miller had met and 
worked with the people the book was based on and sought their input and 
approval. Heiss’s main concern was that a non-Indigenous writer should not 
disempower Aboriginal people in any way (personal communication, 11 
October 2010). That is, writers should respect individuals, the community and 
their culture through accurate representation, and ensure “the writing is based 
on sound research and facts that are credible” (Australia Council 35). Here is 
another application for authenticity as discussed in Chapter 2: the need for 
writers to portray Indigenous people based on facts, not fantasies. 
In spite of the above acclamations for Miller’s work, Linda Miley 
argues that both the white and the Aboriginal characters in Journey are 
“somewhat two dimensional,” while the author often reduces the Indigenous 
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characters to “familiar stereotypical positions” in the social/political debates he 
raises (14). The overall result, according to Miley, “is a narrative overwhelmed 
by its attempts to be politically correct and pay its ethical and moral dues” (15). 
The fact that the author is aware of the issues and the debate about 
appropriation and portrayal of the Indigenous people and their culture can lead 
to a devaluing of the work because “the white writer’s creative flow” has been 
hijacked, a point I address in the following section (ibid). 
Given what we have seen in this chapter, it is understandable that many 
Indigenous academics and writers believe that non-Indigenous writers should 
refrain altogether from representing the Indigenous world as they have “neither 
the right nor the competence to represent Indigenous experience and culture” 
(Robins 6). Melissa Lucashenko thinks white authors should mind their own 
business unless they are invited by Aboriginal people, because Indigenous 
people “are tired of being the freak show of Australian popular culture” (qtd. in 
Heiss, “Writing” 199). Another reason for the anger of Indigenous writers is 
that they have to compete with whites, especially in the field of Aboriginal 
studies, where their opportunities to be published in areas of particular 
relevance to themselves are limited (Heiss, Dhuuluu-Yala 10).  
While there is opposition to whites writing about Indigenous culture, 
there are those who recognise that it is unavoidable, but there are caveats on 
what can be written about. In the words of cultural consultant and writer Cathy 
Craigie: 
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I believe that any writing that’s done on any theme that comes out of 
Australia, must or should have Aboriginal undercurrents, 
acknowledgement or whatever. There is no such thing as the great 
Australian novel unless it has included that side. If you want to show 
the psyche of Australia you’ve got to do that. For me I think that all 
Australian writers have to be able to put that stuff in, but there are 
certain things that they can’t talk about. (qtd. in Heiss, Dhuuluu-Yala 
12) 
Craigie recognises the need for inclusion in white writing yet remains 
concerned by the perspective adopted by non-Indigenous writers in their 
depictions of Aboriginal experience. Others, such as Christine Morris and 
Jackie Huggins believe that non-Indigenous writers should avoid writing 
Dreamtime or creation stories, spiritual characters, traditional law, 
intermarriage and other aspects of intimate Aboriginal life. This is because 
these sacred aspects of Aboriginal culture are frequently “used tokenistically or 
for creative effect, rather than in ways that reflect understanding of the 
protocols and responsibilities that come with the telling of such stories” (Heiss, 
Dhuuluu-Yala 11-12). 
 
3.6 Application to the Creative Work 
As we have seen in the foregoing sections, non-Indigenous writers are open to 
criticism for appropriation, stereotyping and other errors committed in their 
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representations of the Australian Aboriginal people. It is important for a white 
author to have a level of understanding of the history and character of 
Indigenous culture which comes through interaction and in-depth research of 
the available resources. 
I grew up on the Atherton Tablelands in North Queensland where I went 
to school with Aboriginal people, some of whom were my friends. Early on, I 
knew little about Aboriginal history and the suffering imposed on the original 
inhabitants of Australia by the invading British. Black history was not taught 
back in the 1950s and 60s. At least not where I went to school. My interest and 
research into Indigenous cultures worldwide led to the publication of my 
workbook for secondary students, Ecosystems and Indigenous Peoples of the 
World, by Knowledge Books and Software, in 2003. 
In 2004, I enrolled in a BA at the University of Queensland with majors 
in Environmental Studies and Writing. In particular, I studied Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives and approaches to knowledge as well as 
Aboriginal heritage and culture. Many of the units about the environment 
contained significant studies of Indigenous people, their interactions with their 
surroundings, and the issues they face in the modern world. While at UQ I met, 
interacted with in classes, and socialised with Aboriginal students and staff, 
often in challenging situations where sensitive issues were discussed. 
Nevertheless, I recognise the limitations of my knowledge of the Indigenous 
people of Australia and their culture.  
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Following are the steps I took to address the issues discussed in the 
previous section which showed the need for credibility in any portrayal of the 
Aboriginal people and their culture. 
As a mark of respect, in the Foreword I acknowledge the Aboriginal 
peoples as the long-time occupants of Australia. In the Afterword I state that 
Turrwan is a work of fiction, and although I do my best to respect the historical 
record, much of the story is invented. According to Protocols for Producing 
Indigenous Australian Writing, “[t]he reproduction of names and images of 
deceased people in books may be offensive to Indigenous beliefs. Some 
Indigenous publishers have adopted the use of special warnings where 
necessary” (Australia Council 20). To this end, I have provided a warning at the 
beginning of the book. 
The way I have incorporated the two Aboriginal stories is another 
example of how my research informed the creative work. In my first drafts, 
“The Beginning of Life” was presented in its entirety at the beginning of the 
book. On reflection, I thought that this was not the appropriate placement for a 
Dreamtime story because it was much too blatant an attempt to highlight 
Aboriginal culture and not the main subject of the book. Instead, I have Yabba 
tell Tom the story as part of his education: 
 
Yabba started speaking. I sat straight and listened carefully. I could hear 
Yabba’s voice with its strange beat and alien words as a background to 
Wanangga’s livelier rendering in broken English. I imagined the 
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Rainbow Serpent in all its splendour awakening to plough the land. She 
travelled all over the land, shifting boulders and leaving her track 
everywhere she went.  I saw the frogs answer the serpent’s call to come 
out and could almost feel the reptile’s tickle. The tickling made the 
frogs laugh and water poured forth from their mouths to fill the 
Rainbow Serpent’s tracks. A vision of vast lakes fed by magnificent 
rivers passed before my eyes. (41-42) 
 
Instead of quoting “The Beginning of Life” verbatim, I wove it into the 
narrative; in this way, the story is told from Tom’s viewpoint or interpretation 
of what he hears, as is the case for “Mirrabooka” when Tom thinks of 
Karawara: 
 
Above me, I recognised the ‘seven sisters,’ a milky blur pin-
pricked by bursts of light, like diamonds in the snow. To the south, the 
Cross dominated the heavens; Mirrabooka, the aboriginals call the 
cluster. Biami the Good Spirit needed help to keep a watchful eye on 
the tribes and chose a wise man called Mirrabooka for the job. He gave 
the old man a spirit form and set him among the stars where he would 
be able to look down on his beloved people for all eternity. And the 
people knew it was Mirrabooka looking down at them. His eyes were 
what we whites call the Pointers. And now perhaps the eyes of 
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Karawara also were looking down at all the world, still present, 
watching over me. (146) 
 
According to the Australia Council’s protocols, “[i]t is important for 
Indigenous culture that the interpretation, integrity and authenticity of a story is 
maintained” (17). In the examples above I have tried to maintain the integrity of 
the original stories and to tell them in a credible manner by including all their 
contents in my own words. I acknowledge their origins in the Afterword. 
I have tried to incorporate Aboriginal culture and way of life in a 
straightforward manner without idealisation; rather, I relate how things may 
have been for the Aboriginal people of the time as told by Tom in 
Reminiscences. As mentioned earlier, I also had discussions with members of 
local Aboriginal communities. While there is no written record, these talks 
directly informed my writing of Aboriginal culture and the inclusion of 
Karawara in the creative work.  
I have described the kippa-making, a sacred ceremony, and other 
cultural features such as the cry for the dead, again based on Reminiscences. 
According to Writing: “The reproduction or unauthorised use of secret and 
sacred material may be a transgression of Indigenous law” (21). While sacred, 
the kippa-making ceremony is not secret as it has been widely distributed 
through Reminiscences for over a hundred years. Moreover, the general 
elements of the ceremony are readily available to the public through Aboriginal 
cultural websites and anthropological works. I have described the kippa 
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ceremony because it is an essential stage in Tom’s journey towards being 
accepted by the Turrbal and to his becoming a turrwan. In my initial drafts of 
Turrwan I described what happens when the boys leave the large ring and enter 
the sacred path. I have since taken this passage out, as this knowledge was 
“men’s business,” which was not shared with women or the uninitiated. The 
larger bora ring that features in the ceremony in the novel still exists on the 
ridge near Samford and serves as a tangible link between the past and present.  
In the novel I have described a turrwan-making ceremony based on 
research and imagination. Here again, I have not gone into the details and have 
kept the story simple. However, it is an important event as it indicates Tom’s 
deepening relationship with the Turrbal and is linked to his subsequent 
branding of his workers. It is also a dramatic moment where the reader becomes 
aware of the origin of the title of the book. 
Aboriginal dialogue is another area of potential contention. As we saw 
earlier, Grenville said that she wanted to delete all the Aboriginal English in 
The Secret River because of her fear of making the characters into caricatures. I 
have tried to compromise between authenticity and stereotype by keeping 
Aboriginal dialogue to a minimum and as simple as possible. Tom is telling the 
story and I assumed he would speak in standard Australian English when 
recounting what the Aboriginal people said. The following is an example:  
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“The whites call me Jimmy,” he said, pointing to his chest. “But 
my name is Wanangga. Intangan? What’s your name?” he asked, his 
eyes fixed on the ground. 
“You speak English?”  
“Ya-wai. Yes. I learnt from whitefella Andy,” Wanangga 
replied, smiling proudly. “What’s your name?” he persisted. (39) 
Here, I also introduce Turrbal words into the dialogue as they add authenticity, 
but this ploy could be seen by some as a cynical device using Aboriginal 
authority for selfish aims as we saw earlier with Marlo Morgan. Rather, these 
words serve as a reminder that this language was spoken on the site of Brisbane 
long before the whites arrived. 
 On page 37 of Turrwan, Wanangga recounts how he was abused by 
white children in the settlement. I eventually most of the offensive terms used 
at the time to describe Indigenous people as their inclusion in the text would 
give them substance. 
The Kilcoy massacre serves to illustrate the fraught existence 
Aboriginal people led on a violent frontier, a part of our common history that 
should not be ignored. I have provided a short glossary of Turrbal words to give 
the reader a point of reference for those words used in Turrwan and to remind 
people that the Turrbal were once a thriving community with their language, 
customs and laws.  
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The Aboriginal characters are critical to the story and are based on 
thorough research. The way I portray them is further discussed in depth in the 
following chapter in the section on characters. 
The research in this chapter has shown the importance of consulting 
with the Indigenous people concerned. To this end, I asked Maroochy 
Barambah and Turrbal elder Uncle Joe Kirk to read my draft and let me know 
what they thought. Uncle Joe Kirk gave me his permission to quote him in my 
exegesis and said my novel was “really good” and that I had done a “fantastic 
job” (personal communication, 23 October 2012). Both he and his wife enjoyed 
it very much as the story was exciting and engaging. He stated that my 
treatment of the Aboriginal characters, their way of life and spirituality was 
well done and that he had no problems with any aspects of the book. Uncle Joe 
said the relationship between Tom and Karawara was well written. He also 
appreciated the way I described different places and he thought that the book 
could serve to motivate people to visit sites such as Murrumba and York’s 
Hollow where they could gain a sense of belonging and identify with the area. 
Uncle Joe told me his wife would like someone to write something similar 
about her “country” (ibid). 
One question I had to ask myself is, to what extent did my awareness of 
the issues talked about in this chapter impact on my “creative flow”? Was my 
desire to be politically correct getting in the way of the narrative? For the most 
part, the Aboriginal characters in Turrwan are brought to the reader through 
Tom and reflect his experience of them. Like Grenville, I think this may be the 
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less polemical solution as I am not entering the heads of the Indigenous people 
and speaking from their point of view, although I am not against this position, 
as I stated earlier. The decision not to use the direct Aboriginal point of view 
was as much to do with structure, because it was Tom’s story I wanted to tell. 
 In this chapter we have seen the inherent difficulties encountered by a 
non-Indigenous person writing about the Aboriginal people and their culture. I 
argue that to write a novel set in early Queensland without substantial reference 
to the original inhabitants would not be a true representation of our state’s past. 
I believe it is possible to write about a culture other than our own and that this 
can be positive for both the represented and the representer if certain protocols 
are respected. Moreover, if my novel is to have any claim at all to being 
authentic, the way I integrate/represent the Aboriginal characters and all aspects 
of their culture has to be accurate in every detail. 
 In the following chapter I explore the writing process and how the novel 
was created with a focus on Reminiscences as a historical source. As we have 
already seen, authenticity applies to all a historical novel and here I explain how 
I created a plausible narrative, setting and characters. 
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4 Writing the Novel 
 
My aim has been to give a picture of the first settlement of Sydney, 
which is always true in broad outline, and often in detail, but I make no 
claim to strict historical accuracy either in my dealings with the white 
men or the black. 
Eleanor Dark — The Timeless Land 1948 
 
This is my first attempt at writing a fictional work of novel length. My earlier 
writings, apart from poetry, have been factual in content in the form of a 
workbook for secondary schools and, more recently, a memoir. I read a lot of 
historical fiction, and it is perhaps my dislike of discovering anachronisms or 
inaccuracies in the historical detail that has driven my research and the way I 
have sought for verisimilitude in Turrwan, notwithstanding the fictional 
elements of the book. 
As we have seen throughout, within the bounds of the traditional 
historical novel I need to pay close attention to the accuracy of historical 
background details if the creative work is to be perceived as an authentic 
portrayal of the past and satisfy the author/reader pact. I share historiography’s 
concerns about reliability, credibility and the use of the historical record in my 
own work and have thus read or consulted a wide variety of documents relating 
to the Petrie family, early Brisbane and the local Aboriginal people. I have 
included the more important sources in the Works Consulted.  
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In this chapter I discuss how Turrwan evolved through a long process of 
reflection focussed on creating a plausible narrative that respects the 
requirements of the traditional historical novel as discussed in Chapter 2, while 
incorporating newer elements. Turrwan is a mixture of the traditional form of 
the historical novel as exemplified by Sir Walter Scott’s Waverly (1814) and 
the postmodern, which historian Perry Anderson says, flaunts or reverses 
“virtually every rule of the classical canon, as spelled out by Lukács.” My novel 
is traditional in its search for an authentic rendering of the past, where accuracy 
is paramount. Yet, it is postmodern because it mixes “times, combining or 
interweaving past and present” and breaks a fundamental Lukács rule by taking 
“leading historical figures as central rather than marginal characters” 
(Anderson). However, when I change the historical facts I let the reader know 
in the Afterword, whereas a true postmodernist would not. As we saw with 
True History in Chapter 2, Carey creates a work that appears authentic, but the 
reader is left not knowing if it is historically accurate or not. 
Notwithstanding its reputation, I examine the reliability of Petrie’s 
Reminiscences as a historical document as it is my principal reference for the 
novel and widely recognised as a resource of great value for its detailed 
descriptions of people, places and events. Through an in-depth analysis of this 
work I gained important insights into Tom’s character and events and issues in 
his life that subsequently informed the way I portray him in the novel. In a final 
section I discuss the process of creating believable characters and how they 
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evolved within the overall narrative, and reflect further on the issues of 
representation raised in the previous chapter.  
 
4.1 From Film Script to Novel 
 
I have lost count of the number of drafts that have been discarded throughout 
what has been a long process of writing, editing, rewriting, re-editing, of 
sending passages to the “extras” folder, what Grenville calls the “Good Bits to 
Use Later” folder (Searching 186). The first step in this process involved 
translating an experimental story I had written as a film script into flowing 
prose as in this example: 
 
5. EXT. DUNWICH WHARF – DAY   
    
SOLDIERS and CONVICTS mill about on the wharf, waiting to unload 
cargo. The James Watt ties up beside the pilot boat. Suddenly, Tom 
shoots off the boat onto the wharf, nearly knocking GRAY, a surly, 
mean-looking convict, into the water. Gray is a violent, angry man of 
average size, very strong from enforced labour. He has shifty, 
calculating eyes. 
 
GRAY 
You little bugger! I’ll have yer hide for that! 
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Gray recovers and leaps at Tom who ducks out of the way. 
 
GRAY (CONT’D) 
Let me get my hands on... 
 
A SOLDIER pokes his rifle in Gray’s ribs. 
 
SOLDIER 
Lay off Gray or you’ll feel the bite of the whip, by 
God.  
 
Gray growls and glares at Tom. The rest of the FAMILY disembark and 
watch the convicts transfer their luggage. 
 
In Turrwan, this example becomes: 
 
Soldiers and convicts milled about on the wharf, waiting to 
unload the cargo. The prisoners wore the standard convict attire of grey 
calico trousers with buttons on the side, which allowed them to be worn 
over leg irons; plus a shirt, grey jacket and leather cap. The clothes were 
stamped with broad arrowheads indicating they were government 
property; the word ‘felon’ was printed on the jacket. The captain edged 
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the James Watt towards the end of the wharf. Two sailors threw ropes to 
waiting convicts and the captain ordered the engines stopped as the boat 
was secured at its berth.  
I wanted to be first ashore. I shot off the boat onto the stone 
jetty, nearly knocking one of the convicts into the water. It was 
Grayson, though I didn’t know his name at the time. He was a big man, 
even bigger than Father. He stumbled backwards towards the edge of 
the wharf; he was afraid. He twisted his head around and saw the dark 
water beneath him. At the last moment, he managed to grab a post to 
stop himself falling. 
 “You little bugger,” he muttered. He recovered quickly and 
leapt at me, but I ducked out of his way.  
“Lay off, Grayson,” called one of the soldiers, “or you’ll feel the 
bite of the whip!”  
The soldier need not have struck Grayson, but he thrust the butt 
of his rifle in his rib. The convict rubbed his bruised flesh through the 
rough tissue of his prison garb. He glared at me, but kept his distance. 
(15) 
 
In my first drafts I had started the chapters with quotes from various 
sources and these often lengthy citations were the first to find their way to 
“extras.” In my search for authenticity I had gone too far, using quotes in the 
manner of a work of non-fiction, which the historical novel is not. Elsewhere, 
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however, I have used quotes from newspapers and diaries as a device to portray 
a sense of narrative cohesion and authenticity in the text. One example is 
Andrew Petrie’s letter on page 54, another is the extract from the Moreton Bay 
Courier on page 151. 
At the same time, I was looking for precision and continuity to keep the 
story moving and had to make a conscious effort to move away from the reams 
of research material I had gathered to let the story evolve by itself without 
being inundated by interesting but inessential facts or digressing into sub-plots 
that added nothing to the overall narrative. In this way, all of the following 
found a home in “extras”: a long passage about Eliza Fraser was replaced by a 
paragraph; a passage about John Dunmore Lang; Tom telling Elizabeth about 
Karawara; Tom’s secret journal; the contemporary writer/academic who 
discovers his grandfather’s notebooks while cleaning out a shed at the family 
home; and a rape scene as prologue because it was too violent and did not fit 
with the mood of the rest of the book. The contents of the “extras” folder were 
far outweighed by the many badly-written passages and clichés that found their 
way directly to the bin. 
I originally told the story from the third person omniscient point of 
view. Then I considered having Tom tell his story to his daughter who records 
it in Reminiscences. However, I felt that this approach, while true in this case, 
has been overdone in novels such as Carey’s True History of the Kelly Gang or 
Golden’s Memoir of a Geisha. Using the third person facilitates moving from 
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one point of view to another and the author can better deliver the thoughts and 
feelings of all the characters.  
 A question that dogged me from the start was: Why is Tom telling the 
story? Without a valid reason, the narrative would lack authenticity. I had 
already written a substantial portion before I hit upon the idea of a young 
historian from Sydney called Sean O’Grady asking Tom questions. I also 
considered having a scholar/writer living in the present discover notebooks 
written by a grandparent who had questioned Tom in the early 1900s.  
I spent a lot of time and effort creating Sean’s character and weaving 
him into the narrative. However, the Final Seminar panel felt that he added an 
unnecessary layer that put extra distance between the reader and the principal 
storyline. Sean was perceived as shallow, implausible, and too similar to Tom’s 
voice. The Panel suggested that dispensing with Sean would make for a much 
simpler, flowing structure and a much stronger narrative. When Sean was taken 
out, the work was reduced to novella size. 
I finally decided to let Tom tell his own story in the first person as I 
wanted it to be a simple story, told in simple, believable words. As we saw in 
the creative work, Tom’s free spirit and unwillingness to study did little to help 
his education. Nevertheless, he was an articulate man, as his letters to the 
Brisbane Courier show (see page 327), and I imagine he would have learnt the 
art of storytelling from the Turrbal. I wanted the immediacy of Tom 
remembering and telling the reader about his past experiences. We also get to 
share his thoughts in the present tense in 1909. This approach, while 
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differentiating my novel from Reminiscences where Constance tells her father’s 
story, adds to the perception of a true story being told by a real person. 
I realise that some Aboriginal people may be offended by the fact I have 
not capitalised “aboriginals” but, in my search for authenticity, I feel it better 
reflects the attitudes of whites at the beginning of the twentieth century and was 
the way it was generally written at the time.  
My research into the historical novel, authenticity and the author’s 
responsibility informed my decision to establish in the Afterword that much of 
the story is fictitious, as at some stage readers may forget they are reading 
fiction and be unable to distinguish reality from the invented. The Afterword 
outlines the fictitious and real characters and sheds some light as to the extent 
that I have played with history. The list of references at the end serves a dual 
purpose: it provides those wishing to further their knowledge with source 
materials and adds to the impression that, while being a novel, the work is 
based on serious research, thereby enhancing its authenticity, or its reliability as 
a historical document, in the eye of the reader. 
 
4.2 A Sense of Place 
For the Australian Aboriginal people there is no separation between nature and 
humanity (Deborah Bird Rose 18), as I explain in the Foreword to Turrwan. We 
construct our landscapes from a cultural perspective, they become a reflection 
of who we are as a society and how we have integrated with them over time. 
The white colonisers discovered a landscape sculpted in many areas by the 
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Aboriginal inhabitants to make the country more productive. The Aboriginal 
people knew the land intimately; everything in their world has a story. In 
Deborah Bird Rose’s words:  
Here on this continent, there is no place where the feet of Aboriginal 
humanity have not preceded those of the settler. Nor is there any place 
where the country was not once fashioned and kept productive by 
Aboriginal people’s land management practices. There is no place 
without a history; there is no place that has not been imaginatively 
grasped through song, dance and design, no place where traditional 
owners cannot see the imprint of sacred creation. (18) 
I have attempted to provide some sense of this connection through, for 
example, the stories “The Beginning of Life” and “Mirrabooka,” and the kippa-
making ceremony. Otherwise, my descriptions of the area are the result of 
research and personal experience. I set out to capture some of the essence of 
Australia through descriptions of wildlife, flora and the weather, without overly 
resorting to metaphor as it is Tom telling the story and I did not want to make 
him over-poetic. 
In my view, getting the setting right by producing a credible portrait of 
the environment and all that existed in the area at the time in question is crucial 
for a work of historical fiction, so writing a novel set in the region where you 
live has distinct advantages. According to Elaine Barry, the fact that author 
Jessica Anderson is from Brisbane “helps authenticate the sense of place which 
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the novel [The Commandant] projects” (46). Unlike Anderson, I am not from 
Brisbane. However, I have lived on the banks of Cedar Creek, 30 km to the 
north-west of the Brisbane city centre, for the last 17 years and have come to 
know the landscape, climate, flora and fauna of the region well. Although I first 
visited Brisbane more than 40 years ago—I was born and raised on the 
Atherton Tablelands in North Queensland and also lived and worked in Central 
Queensland as a teenager—it has only been in recent times that I have become 
familiar with its geography and history. The fact that I have extensively 
explored the city and surrounds on foot, by car, bus, train and boat has helped 
me recreate the terrain as it once must have been before the steel and glass 
structures that now dominate the skyline came into being.  
Old maps, drawings, photographs and descriptions were invaluable in 
helping me create a picture in my mind of the area as it was nearly 200 years 
ago, while modern technology in the form of Google Earth also helped. As a 
boost to authenticity I have placed a map, which also provides useful 
information for the reader, at the beginning of the novel.  
The old windmill on the hill at Wickham Terrace and the commissariat 
store snuggled into the riverbank on Queen’s Wharf Rd are all that are left from 
those early times and served as critical landmarks in my understanding of the 
layout of Brisbane and as indicators allowing me to imagine how the area once 
looked. When I visited the windmill I was reminded of a passage in Grenville’s 
Searching for the Secret River (2006) when she was in London tracing her 
relative Wiseman’s path: “I laid the palm of my hand on the rough limestone, 
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feeling the cold grit on my skin. His hand might have lain there too, leaving 
molecules behind, wedged in the grain of the stone, as he leaned on it talking to 
someone, or . . . what?” (50). I touched the smooth, conical wall of the mill and 
imagined the machinery grinding noisily in its interior as the convicts sweated 
and slaved on the treadmill in the sweltering heat under the watchful eye of the 
soldiers. Perhaps Tom had once placed his hand in exactly the same spot. 
Further afield, at the bora ring near Samford (one of the best preserved 
in the region), I trudged along the ridge line following the sacred path between 
the large and small rings, trying to create an image in my mind of the kippa 
ceremony and to capture a sense of the occasion. To further cement my 
understanding of the terrain I drew a rough sketch (see Appendix B) showing 
the creeks, the boys’ huts, the bora rings and the kakka. Tom would also have 
trodden this way.  
Unfortunately, the old Murrumba Homestead at Petrie (a 20 minute 
drive from where I live) was demolished and has been replaced with a school. 
However, I did find a number of photos, and many of the trees Tom planted still 
stand on the hillside overlooking the town of Petrie and the North Pine River. 
An image of Murrumba homestead and the old Petrie residence in Queen St can 
be found in the Appendix among others relating to the story. 
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4.3 Reminiscences: A New Look at an Old Document 
 
Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland, written by his daughter 
Constance, provides detailed accounts of many aspects of Aboriginal culture 
and relates the experiences and adventures of Tom and his family from the 
1830s to the 1860s. Reminiscences first appeared in serial form in the 
Queenslander from 26 April 1902 to 7 August 1903, though not in its entirety; 
it was published in book form in 1904. For a work that is extensively cited and 
recognised as an authority on Aboriginal and settler history in southeast 
Queensland, Reminiscences has attracted little critical analysis apart from Mark 
Cryle’s Introduction to the 1992 edition. In this essay I draw principally on 
Cryle’s excellent in-depth analysis of the work, and Penny Van Toorn’s paper 
‘Slave Brands or Cicatrices? Writing on Aboriginal Skin in Tom Petrie's 
Reminiscences of Early Queensland,’ and consolidate these views into a new 
understanding of the text. I question and evaluate Reminiscence’s reliability as 
an accurate historical document and argue that the book was principally written 
to defend Tom Petrie’s reputation and the character of the Aboriginal people. I 
contend that, while Tom benefitted from his privileged relationship with the 
Turrbal, he was not a slave-master. Rather, the Petrie brand on the arms of 
some of Tom’s workers was a sign of a much deeper inter-racial connection on 
the Queensland frontier. 
According to Mark Cryle, Reminiscences is a mix of several genres, 
including autobiography, biography, ethnology and anecdote, all of which rely 
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on oral evidence (xvii). For Dimity Dornan and Denis Cryle it is “[a] synthesis 
of oral anecdotes and literary language, of celebration and nostalgia” (173). In 
1905, A. G. Stevens called it "one of the most interesting and valuable books 
yet printed in Australia" (qtd. in Cryle xvii). While it is an important historical 
document it contains elements of the colonial adventure romance which forms 
the basis for “[t]he underlying narratological dynamic,” that which drives the 
story forward (Van Toorn 229). Reminiscences portrays a drama of the brave, 
enterprising settler/pioneer struggling to make a life for himself on a violent 
frontier. As Penny Van Toorn says, “[i]t’s the kind of feel-good story that 
Anglo-Celtic Australians have long cherished as part of their national 
mythology” (241). The story reinforces the positive image of a humanitarian, 
larrikin ancestor/colonist against the backdrop of a wild and savage land, 
perhaps satisfying the urge to recognise that which is best in ourselves in our 
“glorious” past. 
But just how reliable are oral histories, especially when recounted by a 
person of advanced years whose memory could be questionable? Tom Petrie 
told his story to Constance in or around 1902 about events that took place some 
40 to 60 years earlier, although he also relied on written notes at times to 
confirm his information (Cryle, “Introduction” xx). The role memory, or loss of 
it, plays in forming oral history is much too great a subject to be dissected here. 
Suffice to say that memory is not always reliable (Tullis, Jillian et al 192), and 
probably more so where details are concerned. However, events that marked us 
in our growing years may stay with us all our life; when these stories become 
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embellished over the years and morph into a “good yarn” in old age we are 
shaping history in our own image. As historical novelist James Alexander 
Thom says, “[w]e remember what we choose to remember, whether we’re a 
family, a town, an ethnic group, a religious sect, a military unit, or a nation” 
(35). All autobiographical accounts contain anomalies in varying degrees, so to 
what extent can we say Reminiscences is a reliable source?  
Constance certainly harbours no doubts about her father’s capacity to 
remember the distant past—she dedicates Reminiscences to Tom “whose 
faithful memory has supplied the material for this book” (v). Archibald Meston, 
a flamboyant character, journalist, explorer, politician, one-time Protector of 
Aborigines in southern Queensland and author of Geographic History of 
Queensland (Stephens), questioned some of Petrie’s information through the 
pages of the The Queenslander in 1901: “Mr Petrie’s memory is misleading 
him, as well it may do after so long a time,” (547). However, Petrie refutes this 
in his somewhat sarcastic reply, confirming what he had said earlier:  
 
After Mr Meston’s long outpour no doubt I shall be expected to ‘lie 
low’ or acknowledge my shortcomings on bended knee; but—let me 
whisper it—strange as it may seem, Mr Meston is able to make 
mistakes, and possibly there are a few among my friends who will not 
think me absurd when I actually stand by all I said in my former letter. 
(624) 
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Tom’s response reveals his strength of character as someone who would not be 
intimidated and shows he was articulate, unless he had help writing his letters. 
Constance, a loving daughter, would want to show her hero father in the best 
light and that is why Mark Cryle argues in “A ‘Fantastic adventure’: reading 
Christison of Lammermoor” that “[n]arratives of pioneers produced by their 
‘dutiful daughters’ need to be scrutinised with particular care” (234). 
Whether or not Reminiscences is accurate in every aspect, it has been 
accepted and lauded as an authentic account of life in early Brisbane, “an 
authoritative and oft-quoted source” (Cryle, “Introduction” xvii). It was one of 
many memoirs of this type, written by squatters in their later years. W. H. 
Wilde and David Headon state in The Oxford Companion to Australian 
Literature that  
 
[t]he stream of memoirs and reminiscences continued undiminished in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. The writers, usually erstwhile 
squatters, government officials and public figures, reflected, often from 
heightened imagination of their twilight years, on the lively colonial 
times they had lived through. 
  
 Many of the works by squatters contain accounts of “close personal 
relationships between Black and White,” according to Wilde and Headon, who 
provide W. A. Brodribb’s Recollection of an Australian Squatter (1883) and E. 
M. Curr’s Recollections of Squatting in Victoria Then Called the Port Phillip 
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District (from 1841 to 1851) (1883) as examples. Reminiscences is mentioned 
as belonging to “[s]imilar reminiscent writings reflecting the racial situation” 
(Wilde and Headon).  
According to Cryle, Reminiscences is important as a source because it is 
impartial and tells the past as Petrie saw it, and that ‘Petrie offers a rare 
glimpse—a “non-official” perspective with no vested interest in reporting what 
ought to have happened. Rather it relates what did happen’ (‘Introduction’ xxi). 
Perhaps one of the strongest declarations in Reminiscence’s favour was made 
by F. W. S. Cumbrae-Stewart in the Presidential Address he delivered at the 
Annual Meeting of the Historical Society of Queensland in 1918: “Mr Petrie’s 
book consists of two parts, the first of which relates to the blacks of Moreton 
Bay. On this subject it is the authority. No one knew more about the native 
inhabitant of this country than Thomas Petrie, or was on better terms with 
them” (italics in original 11). Cumbrae-Stewart rates Reminiscences highly as a 
record of the past and states that “Petrie’s reminiscences are indispensable for 
the historical student” (11). As a historical source, Reminiscences is cited 
extensively in The Petrie Family: Building Colonial Brisbane (1992) by Dimity 
Dornan and Denis Cryle and appears in the Select Bibliography of The 
Commissariat Store (2001) by Tania Cleary and published by the Royal 
Historical Society of Queensland. However, it ranks no mention in historian 
Raymond Evans’ A History of Queensland (2007).  
Nettie Palmer, who rose to prominence as a literary critic in the 1920s 
and wrote until the 1950s, states in her Preface to the Second Edition: 
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If some of the stories are incomplete, some of the corroboree themes 
apparently pointless, some of the place-names missing or uncertain—
well, it must be so: they had set down what they could, and a large part 
of their virtue, as recorders, is their close adherence to the truth of 
memory. (xv-xvi) 
 
In other words, they did not set out to mislead, “to fabricate evidence, or to 
round off stories for the sake of completeness” (Cryle, “Introduction” xix). 
Rather, Constance’s inclusion of her own research, such as in the form of 
botanical names of plants, enhanced the perception of Reminiscences as being 
written in the scientific mode, thereby increasing its perceived authority and 
authenticity (“Introduction” xxiv). An example of this appears on page 107 of 
Reminiscences: “Other dillies were made from bark-string, such as that of the 
‘ngoa-nga’ (Moreton Bay fig-tree), the ‘braggain’ (Laportea sp.), the ‘nannam’ 
vine (Malaisia tortuosa), and the ‘cotton bush’ or ‘talwalpin’ (Hibiscus 
tiliaceus), found on the beach at Wynnum or elsewhere.” 
However, the uncertainty and even the unreliability of some historical 
documents are factors in the novelist’s favour. Gary Davenport argues that this 
uncertainty can be “liberating rather than disabling,” as the writer is able to 
create a work that is “essentially true out of what they know to be actually 
untrue or at best uncertain” (301). Unreliable facts allow for a greater width of 
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invention. The historian would be restricted in such a situation whereas the 
historical novelist is free to imagine what might have happened. 
Constance paints a picture of her father as a benevolent “master” or 
“brother” to the Turrbal who supposedly adored him, and he reveals himself to 
be a mischievous type who enjoyed sharing stories and jokes. Seen through 
Constance's eyes, her father is a hero, an almost mythical personage she has 
constructed from the stories he had told her since her birth. To be sure, 
Constance was never going to write anything that would bring disrepute on her 
family; on the contrary, Reminiscences was written to reinforce the public 
image of the Petries, especially her father, as paragons of virtue and great 
pioneering heroes in Queensland’s history. In Van Toorn’s words, Constance’s 
“manifest aim in recording her father’s memories is to celebrate his 
achievements and honor his reputation by characterizing him as a friend and 
protector, not an abuser or exploiter, of Aboriginal workers” (237). 
Reminiscences is a collection of narratives, many of which were passed on to 
Tom by convicts, squatters and Aboriginal people. Cryle argues that Constance 
introduced these other sources into the text for three important reasons: (1) to 
correct previous “misinformation;” (2) to “validate the Petrie version” of events 
and; (3) to enhance and honour “their reputation as pioneers” (“Introduction” 
xxxi). As we saw earlier, I have also introduced a number of historical sources 
into Turrwan to enhance its credibility. 
Tom and Constance Petrie’s authority as authors is based on their 
family’s reputation in the colony. They come from “a respectable and noted 
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family” (Kerr 45) and Tom was attributed “an exceptional position in colonial 
frontier society” by both white and black (Dornan & Cryle 101). Tom’s 
credibility as an ethnographer stems from his close contact with the Turrbal on 
an everyday basis (Cryle, “Introduction” xxxii) and his fluency in the language. 
Author Constance Petrie gains further agency through her portrayal of 
Aboriginal people because, while she is undoubtedly the “voice of the 
coloniser,” she also supports the Aboriginal people and portrays them in a 
positive light; she “gives status to the colonised voice” (Kerr 45).  
A contemporary of Tom’s provides a character reference in “Bush 
Christmas Dinner,” an article that appeared in the Telegraph, though the date is 
not known. Edgar Foreman writes of meeting Tom on the banks of the North 
Pine River towards the end of 1866. Foreman remembers accompanying the 
men of the family en route to their newly granted land. Their party was 
surrounded by a large group of Aboriginal people but their “luck was in” when 
Petrie arrived because “the blacks worshipped Tommy as they called him” (qtd. 
in Ewart 23). Foreman applauds Tom’s good character: “I must say here that 
the early settlers in the North Pine District were all greatly beholden to that fine 
fellow, Tom Petrie, in their dealings with the blacks, of which there were 
hundreds there at the time. Hence the blacks caused no trouble” (ibid). 
Yet arguably the greatest acclaim for Tom Petrie and Reminiscences 
comes from Maroochy Barambah, Turrbal songwoman and law-woman, a 
direct descendant of Kulkarawa, whom Tom knew and mentions in the book. In 
her speech at the unveiling of the Tom Petrie Memorial in Petrie in 2010, she 
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acknowledged the value of Tom’s accounts of the Turrbal people and his 
experience of them as “one of the most invaluable sources of information about 
life in the Moreton Bay penal colony.” Maroochy Barambah went on to 
recognise Tom’s relationship with her forebears and his respect for their 
culture: 
 
By all accounts, Tom Petrie related well to my ancestors and this is 
evident in the fact that my ancestors invited him to participate in some 
sacred ceremonies. He respected and abided by our traditional laws and 
customs at a time of deep and widespread hostility toward my ancestors 
in Brisbane. He sought the permission and approval of Dalaipi before 
acquiring a piece of land at Murrumba in 1859.  
 
Beyond upholding the Petrie reputation, one of the principal reasons 
Tom and Constance wrote Reminiscences was to defend the Aboriginal people 
by providing reasons for their behaviour and to refute their portrayal as a 
treacherous and barbaric race (Cryle, “Introduction” xxii). One example of this 
is when Constance presents a long dialogue between Dalaipi, the epitome of the 
“Noble Savage” who has refused the temptations offered by the whites, and 
Tom (182-85), a part of which I have included in Turrwan as follows: 
 
“Before the whitefellow came,” Dalaipi had told me, “we wore no dress, 
but knew no shame, and were all free and happy; there was plenty to 
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eat, and it was a pleasure to hunt for food. Then when the white man 
came among us, we were hunted from our ground, shot, poisoned, and 
had our daughters, sisters, and wives taken from us. Could you blame us 
if we killed the white man? If we had done likewise to them, would they 
not have murdered us?” he asked. (9) 
 
According to Cryle, Reminiscences “goes to some lengths to present 
Aborigines as compassionate, humane and honourable” (“Introduction” xxii). 
However, as per the “whiteness” theory of the previous chapter, it is patronising 
and paternalistic. One example is Petrie’s representation of the Aboriginal 
people as “simple, trusting, and generous, like children who are so guileless 
they unerringly spot any taint of evil or dishonesty in others” (Van Toorn 230) 
and another is the depiction of Wanangga as “a faithful blackfellow, and a very 
useful one” (Petrie C. C. 199). Tom is said to be the Aboriginal people’s 
“master” on a number of occasions. I further discuss Tom’s character and the 
question of stereotypes in the next section. 
Cryle questions whether Petrie was a true advocate for the Aboriginal 
people, as he “does not emerge through his own actions as a great champion of 
Aboriginal rights,” citing his behaviour at the 1861 Select Committee on the 
Native Police when he declined to condemn the Native Police, despite his 
certain knowledge of their cruel attacks on the Aboriginal people. He also 
declined to denounce his fellow squatters whom he knew very well had 
committed atrocities in their drive to establish control of the land 
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(“Introduction” xxxiv-xxxv). In Reminiscences, Constance claims her father 
remembered the squatters as “kindhearted” and doing no wrong (284). So why 
was Tom reticent to speak out against these brutal acts when others were doing 
so?  
In Turrwan, Tom reflects on his behaviour at the 1861 enquiry, which 
Cryle describes as “a pro-squatter sham, a whitewash” (“Introduction” xxxv), 
and explains why he did not condemn the Native Police or the squatters. The 
following is what Tom says: 
 
I remember how Wanangga and Daln-gang were mystified by my 
behaviour at the 1861 Select Committee on the Native Police. They 
found it strange that I declined to condemn the Native Police, despite 
my certain knowledge of their cruel attacks on the Turrbal. I also 
declined to denounce my fellow squatters whom I knew very well had 
committed atrocities in their drive to establish control of the land. My 
friends wanted to know why I was reticent to speak out against these 
brutal acts when I had the chance. (192-193) 
 
It seems that Tom was the type to avoid controversy, preferring to keep his own 
counsel on some aspects of relationships between black and white. A 
significant factor at the time of the enquiry was that Tom did not own the land 
at Murrumba (Cryle, “Introduction” xxxv, Dornan & Cryle 100). I imagined 
Tom being under pressure from the other squatters to toe the line and that, 
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given the time and effort he had put into establishing his run, Tom would not 
have wanted to jeopardise his chances of owning the land on which he had 
settled. In Turrwan, Tom continues his defence: 
 
I had to explain that I did not want to offend otherwise 
upstanding citizens in the colony who were friends of my father, if not 
myself. I was as much a part of the squattocracy as the next man and 
could hardly condemn my own. I’ve always tried to avoid controversy, 
and prefer to keep my own counsel on some aspects of relationships 
between black and white. The whole enquiry was a farce, anyway. 
It was a whitewash, meant to sweep everything under the carpet. 
And I went along with it. I had little choice. I could have lost everything 
I had here at Murrumba. I didn’t own the land and could have been 
forced out. No one ever spoke to me directly, just subtle hints dropped 
here and there to make sure I got the message. Nothing I said at the 
enquiry would make any difference anyway, not to the blacks. The 
situation was clear—they were in the way. (193) 
 
From Reminiscences, it is clear Tom knew of the activities of the Native Police 
and some of his neighbours but refuses to take sides. Constance relates how 
Tom came across the Native Police who were rounding up a number of 
Aboriginal people, including women and children, “all in a mob like so many 
wild cattle, surrounded by the mounted black police” (6). Tom knew that if he 
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had not arrived on the scene, there would have been bloodshed and “a number 
of the poor things would have been shot” (ibid). Tom also knew of the activities 
of his neighbours: 
A number of blacks were on the man’s run, scattered here and there, 
looking for wild honey and opossums, when the owner came upon them 
and, shooting one young fellow, first broke his leg, then another shot in 
the head killed him. The superior whiteman then hid himself to watch 
what would happen. Presently the father came looking for his son, and 
he was shot; the mother coming after met the same fate. (6) 
 
Constance writes that her father “knew the blacks well who told him this” and 
that he believed this story to be true. However, nothing was done about this 
incident and Constance jumps to her father’s defence:  
 
It may strike the reader why did he not make use of his information and 
bring punishment to the offender? Well, because in those days a 
blackfellow’s evidence counted as nothing, and no good would 
therefore be gained, but rather the opposite, as the bitterness would be 
increased, and the blacks get the worst of it. (7) 
 
Here we have a compelling reason for Tom saying nothing, yet Cryle remains 
critical: “What we have, then, is a kind of selective amnesia on this issue. Petrie 
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throws his lot in with both sets of protagonists in the frontier conflict” 
(“Introduction” xxxv). 
There is broad agreement regarding Constance’s and Tom's concern and 
love for the Aboriginal people but there is no escaping the fact that Tom 
profited from his association with them (Van Toorn 237, 241). With the help of 
Dalaipi he was able to build Murrumba in the heart of the North Pine clan, 
which had been at loggerheads with the first settlers, the Griffins of Whiteside, 
since their arrival (Petrie C.C. 179). As Van Toorn says, “Tom Petrie profits 
well from his friendly relationship with Dalaipi’s people” (230) and again with 
the publication and sale of Reminiscences (237). Poisoning and shooting of the 
North Pine tribe had decimated their numbers throughout the 1840s and 1850s, 
so Dalaipi wanted someone on his land who would not kill him and his people. 
It seems evident that it was a mutual exchange in recognition by both sides of 
the prevailing situation and that this was the best solution. Tom and Dalaipi 
would profit in their own ways from the exchange. 
Violence, forever present and threatening, was the reason for the 
Aboriginal peoples’ compliance and their need of a protector such as Tom (Van 
Toorn 230). Men such as Tom’s father Andrew and the squatters used violence 
to control the Aboriginal people with their superior weapons (Petrie C.C. 261). 
Van Toorn claims that Tom occupied a privileged position in that he “could 
afford to be kind because he could rely on his white neighbours and the Native 
Police to be cruel” (231). Van Toorn’s judgement seems harsh in light of Tom’s 
relationship with the Turrbal people. In any case, the local Aboriginal people 
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could not run away as they had nowhere to go. For many, their only chance for 
survival lay in seeking protection or securing a role of value to the whites (228). 
In Turrwan, Tom realises he has contributed to the problem as much as anyone 
on the frontier: 
 
I realise now that I was as much a part of the destructive 
apparatus as anyone and was therefore just as responsible for the 
degradation and suffering of the aboriginals. The Turrbal chose the 
lesser of two evils; they chose a friendly white over total annihilation. I 
did my best to help them but it was too little in the end. (194)  
 
On page 194 of Reminiscences, Constance provides details of Tom 
cutting a P inside a circle on the black arms of his workers with a piece of 
glass—I include this scene in Turrwan (190)—but she insists the Aboriginal 
people were never slaves despite the fact that “elements of a discourse of 
slavery reverberate through her prose” (Van Toorn 237). Historian Raymond 
Evans argues that the brand, like the nameplates given to certain Aboriginal 
people, was a symbol of the master’s control and that “[t]he power of the white 
master is stressed as much in the bestowal of sanctuary, European names and 
tin discs as it is in the seizure of women and arbitrary control over life and 
death” (187-90). As far as Evans is concerned, the encircled P is a slave brand. 
Van Toorn contends that Constance used Reminiscences to uphold the family 
reputation and counter public concern about slavery that arose in the early 
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1880s with “defensive denials . . . liberally scattered throughout” (225). The 
importance of the slavery question to Constance is evident in the four 
explanations she proposes in her father’s defence and were summed up by Van 
Toorn as: (1) “a casual native whim;” (2) the Aboriginal people were “budding 
entrepreneurs” because the whites in the town gave them coins when they 
displayed their mark; (3) because Tom was “such an admirable man” and they 
were proud to work for him, it was an honour and; (4) for protection (225-27). 
Constance’s use of the word “belonging” to describe how the natives felt 
toward Tom, Van Toorn argues, “is equivocal to say the least.” Were the 25 
branded men slaves or did the word express the kinship relationship of which 
Tom was part, where everyone “belonged” (237)? In Reminiscences, Constance 
speaks of the time when Yabba, the leader of the York’s Hollow clan in 
Brisbane, gives Tom the cicatriced skin of his recently deceased son: 
The old blackfellow took pride in giving this present, and after so 
honouring ‘Tom,’ called him his son, and all the tribe looked upon the 
boy as such, and from that time forth he was considered a great man or 
‘turrwan,’ no one saying him nay, but doing anything for him and 
letting him know all their secrets. It got to be known all over the place 
from tribe to tribe that he had been presented with portions of Yabba’s 
son’s skin, and so he was received everywhere with open arms as it 
were, for Yabba was well known and respected. (35) 
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As I show in Turrwan, Yabba calls Tom his son in a ceremony where he offers 
Tom the cicatriced skin of his dead son (115). Van Toorn states that this gift is 
a substitute for Tom bearing the initiation scars on his own body “and was 
comparable to a certificate of belonging to the Turrbal people;” the branding of 
the 25 workers many years later was a reciprocal action where Tom initiated the 
men into the white man’s social order (239). According to Reminiscences it is 
the men who ask to be branded and not with the irons used on the cattle and 
wood, but with Tom’s own hand (Petrie C.C. 194). One possible reading of the 
situation is that fear drives their actions and their loyalty to Tom. However, Van 
Toorn argues, the Aboriginal people have agency in that they consciously 
adapted in order to survive by asking to be branded with the letter P which can 
be seen as “an adaptation of a traditional Indigenous cultural practice” (235). 
The brand is an expression of their new identity in their struggle for survival, “a 
cue for memory, and a sign of Aboriginal agency, identity, and social 
affiliation” (242).  
As a novelist, I have relied on Van Toorn’s interpretation of these 
events to position the reader of Turrwan to accept the branding as other than an 
act of possession: 
 
In a way, Yabba’s gift all those years ago had been a substitute 
for me bearing the initiation scars on my own body and was a sign of 
belonging to the Turrbal. And now the branding of the twenty-five 
workers was a reciprocal action, a ritual, where I initiated the men into 
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the white man’s social order. It was the men who asked to be branded 
and not with the irons used on the cattle and wood, but with my own 
hand. (191) 
 
Reminiscences was written at a time of a decline in fortune for Tom and 
his family due mainly to drought and must have produced sorely-needed 
income. The book was the catalyst for the recognition Constance sought for her 
father and which came about when Governor William MacGregor unveiled a 
monument to honour Tom’s deeds in 1911, the year after his death. The 
ceremony was accompanied by the change of name of the community from 
North Pine to Petrie. Unfortunately, this decision sparked controversy and 
opposition from the local population for many years after the event and was one 
factor that ultimately lead to Constance’s decline in health and her incarceration 
in the Goodna Asylum where she died in 1924, her father’s greatest defender 
(Cryle, “Introduction” xxxvi-xxxix). 
 The paragraph above has been included in the Afterword to Turrwan 
and is an example of how a part of the exegesis actually becomes a part of the 
creative work.  
What has become clear is that while there are some doubts about the 
accuracy of all its contents, Reminiscences is generally accepted as a factual 
account of life in early Queensland and has become an authority on Turrbal 
culture. However, the book served a further purpose, that of defending the 
Petrie family’s reputation, and in particular, that of Tom himself. 
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Reminiscences was a means of not just representing Aboriginal culture as Tom 
knew it, but also an attempt to establish the true nature of the Aboriginal people 
as other than the usual negative images of the colonial period. It could be 
argued that Tom’s behaviour at the 1861 enquiry was a reflection of his 
position in white society at the time and his precarious situation on Murrumba, 
which he did not own and could easily have lost. By all accounts, the enquiry 
was a sham and Tom had nothing to gain by defending the Aboriginal people 
whose evidence was not admissible. It is evident that Tom profited from his 
association with the Turrbal people, and speculation remains as to whether he 
was a slaver or not. However, the branding incident was an act freely requested 
by the Aboriginal workers—if we take Tom’s word for it—and had 
implications beyond the notion of ‘belonging.’ Rather, it was a reciprocal act 
which served as protection for the Aboriginal people and signalled their new 
identity within white society. 
 The above analysis has revealed detailed aspects of Tom’s character 
and situation through the way he responds to historically documented events, 
which in turn inform the way I depict Tom and his experience in the creative 
work. This examination of Tom’s life was a significant step in the process of 
creating a believable personality for my principal protagonist and is further 
discussed in the following section.  
 
 
 
 344 
 
 
4.4 Creating Plausible Characters  
For any novel to succeed, the characters have to be believable people with 
whom the reader can empathise. According to Linda Edelstein, characters have 
to “be durable, fallible, and able to grow and change” (15), and to be realistic, 
they have to “possess cohesiveness and consistency” (10). In other words, 
characters have to behave in a way that reflects their inner make-up on a regular 
basis otherwise readers will not engage with them. As we saw earlier, the 
historical novel is different from other fiction because of the difficulty in 
retrieving information about the past. As Saricks points out, “[h]istorical figures 
need to act in ways that are consistent with known facts, and fictional characters 
must act in a believable fashion for the times and places” (84). The way my 
characters speak and behave has to correspond to the period they inhabit. 
Moreover, to achieve authenticity authors have to have faith in the characters 
they (re)create because “[i]f you don’t believe in a character, there’s no chance 
that you can make your readers believe in him either” (Card 15). In this section 
I discuss some of the main characters in more depth as they were critical to the 
development of a plausible narrative. The way I have represented the 
Aboriginal characters is also treated here. I have provided a brief overview of 
the characters in the Afterword to Turrwan. 
Tom Petrie 
Describing the life of a historical figure such as Tom Petrie can be daunting, 
especially if a great deal is known about the person. There seems to be little 
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room for the imagination or invention if we are to respect history. The 
Confessions of Nat Turner (1967) by William Styron drew both acclaim and 
condemnation for his depiction of Turner, who led the 1831 slave revolt in 
Virginia. Reflecting on his novel 25 years after it was published, Styron wrote 
that the novelist 
is in danger of being overwhelmed by an avalanche of data. That is why 
the writing of novels about plentifully documented figures . . . is a risky 
matter, constricting for the writer himself who, while quite free to take 
liberties with the known facts (the shopworn but sound concept of 
artistic licence), must still take care not to violate the larger historical 
record.   
Lukács dealt with this problem by proposing that the author “focus 
instead on the general milieu, make protagonists fictional, view actual historical 
persons through the eyes of other people, and avoid dealing with well-known 
episodes in the careers of historical figures” (Strout 93). I disagree with Lukács 
as I want to try and imagine what characters were like, what they thought, how 
they acted in given situations; I want to fill in the gaps left by the historian, or 
the biographer. What did Tom Petrie do and say in all those spaces?  
According to Barry, writing a historical novel in which historical 
characters figure makes specific demands on the author because he/she has to 
fit psychological profiles and life experiences to “a script already lived” (47). 
There is no room for anachronisms of any kind and the author must avoid 
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imposing contemporary values on the characters of another age who have been 
formed by a totally different set of circumstances (ibid). 
Barry argues that, while the strength of The Commandant is Anderson’s 
inclusion of “precise historical detail” and “a great authenticity in the factual 
background of the novel” (47), the novel’s main success lies with the characters 
and how they play their role in function of their place in society. In the 
introduction to the 2012 edition of The Commandant, Carmen Callil praises the 
work as “one of the very best historical novels we have about colonial Australia 
in the early nineteenth century” (ix-x). She goes on to reinforce the notion 
presented at the beginning of this thesis of a lack of works about early 
Queensland, describing The Commandant as “[a] rarity too because it tells of 
the penal settlement that became Brisbane, rather than rehearsing again the 
well-trodden paths of convict Sydney” (ix). 
 As in all her novels, Anderson is interested “in the relation between 
public and private identity” (Barry 57). And it is in the context of contrasts 
between the domestic situation and the outside penal world that “the novel 
works on at least two levels: as a crime novel investigating Logan’s death and, 
through Frances, as a fictional exploration of the psychological and ethical 
dimensions of complicity in the systematic cruelty of the penal system” 
(Sheridan 124). 
 The novel builds to the death of Logan and raises two principal 
questions: Was he killed by Aboriginal people or by escaped convicts; and was 
his death due to a suicidal impulse? Susan Sheridan sums up: “Anderson 
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chooses to leave both possibilities open—that Logan was murdered by convicts, 
or that it was blacks acting alone—and also to problematize Logan’s possible 
motives in riding out alone to his death” (128). I touch briefly on both of these 
questions in Turrwan when Andy tells Tom of Logan’s death.  
 
Accompanied by a couple of soldiers and some convicts, Logan 
followed the Brisbane River upstream past Ipswich to the Stanley River. 
On the way back, the commandant became separated from the rest of 
the group and camped the night by himself. At the time, there was 
speculation about why he went off alone, knowing the dangers. Some 
wondered if he didn’t have a death wish, although that did not seem to 
correspond to his character. A search party later found his mutilated 
body in a shallow trench and supposed he had been killed by the blacks. 
“But it weren’t them,” Andy said, almost inaudibly. (49-50) 
 
Anderson suggests that the historical record of Logan’s death is 
manipulated so that his widow can apply for a civil pension to supplement the 
meagre military pension. There is to be no mention that Logan was killed by 
convicts or that his recklessness could have led to his death. Letty confronts 
Clunie determined “to clarify the circumstances of Logan’s death” (Barry 52). 
After some discussion, Letty lisps: 
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‘Vewy well, since there is no pwoof that absconders were 
concerned, I beg you to say firmly that it was done by native blacks, and 
to leave out all mention of wunaways.’ (415) 
 
Clunie acquiesces to Letty’s demand, but she continues: 
 
‘I should be much obliged,’ said Letty, ‘if you would also avoid 
all mention of his wecklessness.’ 
‘Recklessness, Mrs Logan?’ 
‘That he rode away alone,’ said Louisa, ‘after having been 
threatened by so many blacks.’ 
‘His enemies may say,’ said Letty, ‘that such wecklessness 
amounts to a sort of suicide, and that he wished to avoid appeawing 
against Mr Smith Hall.’ (416-417) 
 
We have no way of knowing if this is what actually happened, but Anderson 
has used the fiction writer’s prerogative of questioning the historical record and 
filling in the gaps to reconstruct “an entirely credible explanation of Clunie’s 
official report” (Barry 52). 
Anderson has the skill to penetrate the psychological make-up of her 
characters and make them seem real. In Logan’s case, she manages to make the 
reader feel at least a bit sympathetic towards a man who “is very much defined 
by his role” (57). But how do you make someone like Logan, and in my case 
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Tom Petrie, believable? Barry says this is “[t]he challenge for the novelist 
confronting the historical record” (60). Anderson manages this in part by 
depicting Logan as a man confined within the regulations and restrictions of an 
army officer whose actions are condoned by the system in which he operates. 
The commandant is an unbending disciplinarian with little imagination, and 
“the rigidity of his administration is seen as mirroring a personal rigidity that 
was his only defence against a barely acknowledged inner void” (61). 
Though very dissimilar in character to Logan, Petrie was also 
answerable to the constraints of his position in white society, which affected the 
way he acted at times with regard to the Aboriginal people. Tom Petrie was a 
pioneer in a number of ways. Not only did he settle in a world virtually 
unknown to the whites, but he also explored it. He explored the surface of this 
new world to further the goals of the colonists. He also had access, though 
undoubtedly restricted, to the secret life of the Turrbal, something few whites 
achieved. According to Reminiscences, the Turrbal declared Tom a turrwan or 
great man at the age of 14. In the creative work I have Tom secretly initiated 
into the rites of the Turrbal and made a turrwan by Yabba. I suggest there was a 
political motive behind this “naming” and that the Turrbal saw in Tom a 
potential protector in their struggle for survival. He may not have been a 
medicine man but it is conceivable that another “clever man”—in this case, 
Yabba—may have passed on some form of power to him. In Ancestral power: 
the dreaming, consciousness, and Aboriginal Australians (2002), academic 
Lynne Hume states: “The training of clever people varies from one region to 
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another. One can become clever in several ways: inheritance, . . . being ‘made’ 
by another clever person, by a personal quest or having some psychic 
experience, or being ‘called’ by the spirits of the dead” (111). In my novel, 
Tom explains why he thinks he was made a turrwan:  
I had none of those talents. But I did possess a special power in 
the eyes of the Turrbal. I was white but I could speak their language and 
knew their laws. I understood them as few of the settlers did. In their 
minds, I was a true magui, an ancestor who had come back as a friend 
who would help them breach the gap between two cultures that had little 
in common. Yabba knew that their only chance of surviving was to 
accommodate the white invaders, for the Turrbal in Brisbane bore the 
brunt of the intrusion and had nowhere else to go. The idea of being 
separated from their traditional lands was not even to be contemplated. 
Already their numbers had been diminished by the white man's diseases. 
The worst offenders were venereal disease and smallpox but there were 
many others. (113-114) 
At some stage in my research I came to the conclusion that Tom seemed 
“too good to be true,” and therein lay my dilemma. Confronted with the 
overwhelming testimony to Tom’s essential “goodness,” how could I portray 
him as other than a heroic figure? Surely Tom had some blemishes—what 
could they be? If I wanted to create a plausible character I had to find the 
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“chinks in Tom’s armour,” or at least a way of questioning his goodness by 
showing that he had a darker side to his nature.  
As we saw in my review of Reminiscences, Tom did not condemn the 
Native Police or the squatters at the 1861 Enquiry. He also put his brand on 25 
Aboriginal men who worked for him, and he profited from their labour. These 
acts could be seen as of a questionable nature, thereby providing a subject to 
explore in the novel and adding depth to my principal protagonist. Again, my 
research informed the way Tom justifies his actions; the fact of his not owning 
the land at Murrumba I believe, would have weighed heavily upon him. Like 
Logan in The Commandant, Tom was defined, to a lesser extent perhaps, by his 
place in white society.   
Apart from developing Tom’s character, these issues are of a serious 
nature when taken in the wider context of Australia’s contested history. By 
including these events in my book I am providing readers further opportunity to 
learn about our past in what I hope is an engaging and entertaining way. 
Moreover, the factual nature of these events enhances the authenticity of the 
novel. 
 
Andrew Petrie 
 
Tom’s father Andrew figures strongly, especially in the first half of the book, 
with Mary only playing a minor role. I wanted to tell of some of Andrew's 
exploits as he is a major figure in Queensland's history. However, I had to fight 
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his character’s tendency to take over from Tom as the main protagonist, 
particularly in the early scenes from when they sail into Moreton Bay to the 
family’s arrival in Brisbane. I was writing too much from Andrew's point of 
view and had to turn it around so that we were seeing from Tom’s perspective.  
 Tom’s relationship with his father in his early years was often fraught 
with the threat of a belting. Andrew was a strict man who brooked no 
insubordination or misbehavior from those under his command, and that 
included his children. Fortunately for Tom, his mother was a constant saviour 
who managed to calm Andrew when some new misdeed of Tom’s was reported 
to him. Tom tested the parental limits through his smoking and contact with the 
convicts and Aboriginal people. He neglected his studies and was too spirited to 
be locked inside. Somehow Tom had always managed to get around his father, 
as we see in Turrwan, when it was a question of going off with his Aboriginal 
friends for weeks at a time. Andrew taught Tom all he knew about timber, how 
to organise and lead an expedition into the bush, how to use survey instruments. 
Andrew was strict, but fair, and seems to have passed on his humanitarian 
principles to his son. He was a religious man, with strong beliefs and opinions, 
but not totally unbending as is shown by his tolerance, as a teetotaler, of people 
drinking alcohol in his home. I can imagine Andrew’s disappointment at not 
being able to curb Tom’s wild spirit and to get him to work in the family 
business. Perhaps Andrew was afraid for his son, worried that his recklessness 
would get him into trouble. After all, Brisbane was a rough frontier town 
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inhabited by many people of questionable character and surrounded by 
unexplored bush populated with what Andrew thought of as “black savages.”  
As stated earlier, Andrew used force and bribes to get his way with the 
Aboriginal people. In Turrwan, Tom says of his father: “In his early dealings 
with the aboriginal people he made no effort to understand their customs and 
laws, dismissing them out of hand” (56). Despite this, I see him as a man who 
genuinely wanted to better the lot of humanity, for example through reducing 
punishment and improving food at Goat Island Prison. I also feel he was 
wronged when the bunya pine was named after Bidwilli whose only 
contribution was to take the specimens to London. Hence I included the story of 
Andrew being the first white man to gather specimens and announce the 
discovery of a new species. In early drafts of the novel, Andrew’s expeditions 
were presented as extracts from his diary. In order to make these stories more 
relevant to the overall narrative, I decided it was necessary to adapt history to 
the needs of fiction and had Tom go along on the trips with his father. I let the 
reader know of this tampering with the historical record in the Afterword. 
I was also struck by Andrew’s response to the circumstances of his 
blindness, the tragic death of a favoured son, and the declining health of his 
beloved Mary, all of which would have crippled a lesser being. Andrew, as 
were all the whites in early Brisbane, was a part of the colonising process, the 
invasion and appropriation of Aboriginal lands. In this context, he embodies the 
spirit of Queensland’s pioneers as a leader of men, an adventurer and explorer. 
According to Lukács, Sir Walter Scott saw historical authenticity as “the 
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quality of the inner life, the morality, heroism, capacity for sacrifice, 
steadfastness etc. peculiar to a given age” (50). Andrew’s role is to represent 
those qualities and lend credibility to the narrative. 
 The background story of the family’s arrival and stay in Sydney is 
meant to provide context to explore Andrew’s character and to provide a view 
of the circumstances that helped to shape Tom’s character as well. 
 
Grayson 
 
By experimenting with the fictional form rather than a biographical approach I 
was able to create characters who could be woven into the historical record, a 
distinct advantage of the genre as I wanted to write a story based on 
Reminiscences without replicating all its content or form. I was unable to find 
any trace of possible enemies of Tom, so I invented Grayson and embellished 
the character of Wamgul. This was done to challenge Tom and to allow him to 
show his character in the way he reacts to conflict and adversity. In a way, 
Grayson is a bit like the fictional Frances O’Beirne in The Commandant. In an 
interview in Making Stories, Anderson says of Frances: “There was nobody like 
her at Moreton bay. But I couldn’t have done it without her. I needed an 
opponent for Logan” (8). Grayson’s role is to add dramatic effect through his 
participation in the massacre at Kilcoy and in the way he inter-relates with 
Tom. His character evolved based on an old, bad-tempered convict called Gray 
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who, according to Reminiscences, used to whack Tom on the head when he was 
a boy (Petrie C. C. 10).  
Although Grayson desires advancement, his basest instincts drive him to 
seek revenge. Despite his money and position in society, his suffering through 
the penal system had left him a hard, bitter man with a long memory. Towards 
the end of Turrwan Tom has this to say: 
 
How was Grayson's vendetta different to Dundalli’s? Grayson's 
pain was personal, physical. Dundalli’s pain was the plight of his 
people, the desecration of all that was sacred. The law. The law said that 
those who ignored it and transgressed, such as Father had done in 
climbing Mt Beerwah, would face retribution. (202) 
 
Grayson’s function here is to allow Tom to differentiate between the convict’s 
desire for revenge and the way “payback” is an essential part of Aboriginal 
culture. On another level, Grayson is Tom’s conscience and reminds him of the 
way he was and how his actions had affected another person’s life. 
 
Karawara 
 
After hearing a rumour from an Indigenous student that Tom had had an affair 
with an Aboriginal girl, I decided to explore this idea of a forbidden love and 
introduced the character of Karawara. I have tried to portray Karawara as a 
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strong, confident person who can look after herself, as in her rejections of 
Wamgul’s advances. Although she resents having to take care of her cranky 
father, she does not revolt against her people’s laws. However, she does 
transgress traditional law in her relationship with Tom, all the while knowing it 
could not last as the following passage from Turrwan shows:  
 
You were the one I wanted but you were forbidden to me. My 
father would never allow it. Now you are here and we are together. 
What are we going to do, Tommy? (121) 
 
Tom was accepted by the Turrbal as one of their own and would have 
known the girls of the local clans and met others at gatherings such as the 
Bunya feast. It is not hard to imagine Tom as a free-spirited, rebellious youth 
falling in love with an Aboriginal girl. He spent a great deal of time with his 
Aboriginal friends and would not have shared all his experiences with his 
family or white friends. However, this is after all a fictional work which allows 
for invention. And there lies the challenge addressed elsewhere: creating 
believable characters and events so as not to detract from the work’s value as a 
faithful portrayal of the past. 
I also realise that I could be accused of reproducing a stereotype in 
Karawara, as the much-fantasised “dusky maiden” who permeates the minds of 
many Western men. According to Terry Goldie, “the term ‘black velvet’ has 
long been used” to represent sexual relations between non-Indigenous men and 
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Aboriginal women (66). Here we are taken back to the question of 
“representation” addressed earlier in “White Writing Black.” What exactly does 
Karawara represent? According to Margaret Waghorn,  
 
it is clear that Indigenous women in Australia have been continually 
sexualized in Western representations, whether exulted for their beauty 
or disparaged for their perceived degradation. For a white writer to 
represent an indigenous woman or girl, particularly in the context of a 
relationship with a white man, is to immediately invoke the history of 
representation. (17) 
 
Morover, the relationship between Karawara and Tom leads to reader 
expectations associated with the romance genre. The handsome white man in 
the mould of John Smith and the beautiful young Indian girl, Pocahantas—
Sturma’s “nubile savage” (3)—meet, fall in love, and transcend racial barriers 
in doing so. However, Karawara can be seen to serve as a foil to Tom who, 
seemingly without knowing it, seeks to consolidate his position as a white 
coloniser. The white man who has a relationship with a black woman sees it, 
albeit perhaps unconsciously, as an opportunity to strengthen his sense of 
possession of both the female and the land (Waghorn 17). This suggests “that 
the indigenous people may be overcome by the apparently peaceful conquest of 
romance and marriage” (Waghorn 19), although Australia’s best-known female 
Indigenous character, Coonardoo, in the book of the same name by Katherine 
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Susannah Prichard would be a fictional refutal of this point. In Goldie’s words, 
“[t]he female indigene as emanation of the land is a source of indigenization” 
(73); Karawara allows Tom to continue this process of Indigenisation which 
began with stories from Yabba and continued through the kippa and turrwan 
ceremonies. 
I chose to have Wamgul kill Karawara on Grayson’s orders to add 
drama to the narrative and to allow me to introduce Elizabeth as the woman 
meant for Tom, again playing to the expectations of romance. In Turrwan, as in 
real life, Tom and Elizabeth marry, have children and are together until Tom’s 
death. His relationship with Karawara becomes almost like something in a 
dream, an eager teenager’s first love. 
 
Elizabeth 
 
Elizabeth’s arrival on the scene helps to soften the loss of Karawara. She is a 
strong, capable woman who enchants Tom and adapts to a life in a strange, wild 
land surrounded by Aboriginal people, miles from the nearest whites. 
Elizabeth’s early relationship with Tom is based to some extent on my own 
experience while courting Rose, my partner of more than 32 years. We were 
both reticent to enter a serious relationship at first; like Tom I valued my 
independence.  
Tom’s romantic relationship with Elizabeth is very different from his 
earlier involvement with Karawara. With Karawara, Tom is driven by youthful 
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eagerness and lust, the danger of being caught an extra stimulant. When he 
meets Elizabeth he is older and much more mature and he has to face an even 
greater challenge, that of accepting domestication. In my early drafts, I had 
written the initial sex scene with Karawara in greater detail and also had Tom 
making love to Elizabeth on their wedding night. I eventually took these scenes 
out as I thought they might make the work unsuitable for younger readers in 
secondary schools. 
Elizabeth, like Tom’s sister Isa, plays only a minor role in the 1909 
story line. I felt it would only serve as a distraction and slow down the pace of 
the narrative if I were to develop these characters further.  
 
Wamgul 
 
Wamgul is humiliated by both Karawara and Tom; his repressed anger drives 
him to commit atrocities and to slake his thirst for revenge. I am not sure how 
the real Wamgul was regarded by his peers but knowing the Aboriginal 
people’s hatred and fear of the Native Police, of which Wamgul was a member, 
I cannot think they would have admired him. I imagine Wamgul trying to strut 
his status as a native policeman but being shunned by the Aboriginal people 
who make it known he is not welcome. Wamgul is rejected by all those he 
encounters until he meets Grayson who takes him in, talks and listens to him, 
gives him money and grog and dresses him for vengeance on their common 
enemy. 
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Wanangga, Yabba, Dalaipi, Mindi-Mindi, Dundalli, Dal-ngang  
 
After the Foreword, I first mention the Aboriginal people when Tom 
remembers how he could not have built Murrumba without their help. 
 
It was hard work: I built this homestead, the barns and sheds, the 
fences, the gardens. I could never have done it, though, without all my 
willing workers: my brothers Andrew and George, and my friends—
Wanangga, Dalaipi, Mindi-Mindi, King Sandy. They are all long gone, 
only Dal-ngang is left. (7-8) 
 
The only friends named are Aboriginal which serves to signal the importance of 
Tom’s tight link to their community and his distance from the other white 
settlers apart from his family.  
I first introduce the Aboriginal point of view on page 9 through Dalaipi, 
who speaks his mind about the invasion of his country in a passage for the most 
part taken directly from Reminiscences (182-183). Dalaipi continues speaking 
in a passage that also serves to show the depth of Tom’s relationship with the 
Aboriginal people.  
 
“But you are different, Tommy. You are one of the people. If you are 
looking for land to raise cattle and to provide a home for your family, 
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this is where you must come,” he was solemn as he said this. “I know 
you will respect our sacred sites and our way of life.” (10) 
 
Dalaipi is resigned to white rule having realised that resistance would mean 
total annihilation for his people.  
In contrast, when we meet Dundalli, I signal the future relationship with 
Tom, but more importantly, show that not all the Aboriginal people had given 
up the fight. Dundalli was a proud warrior selected by his people to uphold 
traditional law, which required some form of retribution for the crimes they had 
suffered at the hands of the white men. Seen as a “rebel” by the whites, he was 
a hero to the Aboriginal people, one of those who was not afraid to stand up to 
the all-powerful invaders. Dundalli symbolises Aboriginal resistance, the 
awareness his people had of the white presence and the need for assessment 
before acting. Whereas Dalaipi was a member of the Turrbal on whose land 
Brisbane was established, Dundalli was from further north where settlement 
was yet to come. 
Mindi-Mindi was a real person whom Tom, as a young boy, provoked 
into almost strangling him (Petrie C. C. 4). He was a natural choice as 
Karawara’s protective father who eventually becomes Tom's friend—as in real 
life—despite the turbulent beginning to their relationship. I depict Yabba and 
Dalaipi as men of substance and integrity who were aware of the devastation of 
their people and who did their best to preserve what they could. Wanangga and 
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Dal-ngang are Tom’s boyhood friends who share their knowledge, for example 
when Tom reveals:  
 
Wanangga taught me much more than the language. He taught 
me to move and think like a native. He gave me lessons on how to stalk. 
I copied his movements as he passed through the bush in silence, 
carefully placing one foot in front of the other, avoiding twigs and 
leaves and using the cover of bushes and trees to evade detection by our 
prey. He showed me where to look for every kind of moving creature– 
in the litter on the ground, in and under logs, the bark and branches of 
trees. The world is full of life if you know where to look. (44) 
 
In these depictions I have tried to avoid the image of the “noble savage” 
defined by Sturma as “[t]he portrayal of ‘native’ peoples as possessing a 
wisdom lost by modern civilization” which “remains a popular Hollywood 
cliché” (3). As we saw earlier, Morgan’s portrayal of the Aboriginal people in 
Mutant Message is a good example of this. I have endeavoured to suffuse all 
the characters with enough humanity and individuality to avoid stereotypes 
because, as Card says, “[c]haracters who fit within a stereotype are familiar; we 
think we know them, and we aren’t all that interested in knowing them better” 
(8). I want my characters to be credible people who pique the reader’s interest. 
Lastly, the title of the book refers, not only to Tom, but also to Dalaipi, Yabba 
and Dundalli, who were all Turrwans. 
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5 Conclusion 
 
Writing the creative work elicited a wide variety of questions about historical 
fiction, representation, appropriation and the writing process. The exegesis 
brings together disparate and not always visibly connected aspects concerned 
with the writing of a historical novel. It analyses authenticity with regards to the 
historical novel and the portrayal of Aboriginal people by non-Indigenous 
writers, particularly in Australian fiction, and how the research has informed 
the creative work. The exegesis contributes to knowledge through its 
examination of novels set in Brisbane and the corresponding Timeline in 
Appendix A, which allowed me to position the creative work Turrwan as a 
historical novel that deals with the early period in the city. Turrwan makes an 
original contribution to knowledge through its representation of a part of early 
Queensland history, centred in and around Brisbane, in novel form, something 
lacking in literature about the state. The exegesis also contributes to knowledge 
by formulating a definition of the historical novel that unites and builds on the 
prevailing views on the subject. The creative work and the exegesis evoke and 
analyse Brisbane and literature, historical fiction, authenticity, whiteness, 
representation of Australian Aboriginal people in fiction, and contribute to 
knowledge about the process of writing a historical novel. 
 The survey of fictional works set in Brisbane highlights the paucity of 
historical novels relating Queensland’s colonial history. Given the public 
interest for knowledge of the state’s past, Turrwan is well placed to fill the gap 
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and respond to the demand. While not all Queensland historical novels have 
been totally accurate with relation to the archives, Turrwan resembles 
Anderson’s The Commandant in its quest for an authentic rendering of the past. 
A number of early writings about Brisbane and its surrounds, from Praed to 
Penton and more recently Shaw, have explored relations between black and 
white on the frontier. The latter decades of the twentieth century saw an 
upsurge of novels set in Brisbane, with Malouf’s Johnno starting a trend of 
giving character to the city through descriptions of the built environment and 
the landscape. What stands out in fictional writing about Brisbane, from early 
works to the present, is how the river is seen as a defining element of the city. 
The research and the writing of the novel have taught me that, while I 
do not present the past in the way historiography does, I share its concern 
about the use of the historical record. However, history, like fiction, is 
written in the present from a subjective viewpoint and is therefore open to 
different interpretations. The historian and the novelist may do similar 
research and share the desire to relate the past but they differ in the way they 
portray history. Despite being a work of fiction, a well-researched historical 
novel can relate the past with as much, if not more, authenticity as 
historiography. For the novelist, the lack of historical facts is not necessarily 
a problem as it leaves more leeway for the author’s imagination to fill in the 
gaps. This is a major difference between history as science and history in a 
novel: the historian would acknowledge the gap and be very wary of filling 
it, whereas the novelist would not hesitate. 
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The theoretical discussion about the genre refines the definition from 
“fiction set in the past” to a story that has to be firmly embedded in a time 
outside the author’s and reader’s direct experience. The research shows the 
need for in-depth background material and an accurate rendering of 
historical details if the novel is to be perceived as authentic and therefore of 
value in portraying a significant era in Queensland’s history. The review of 
the literature revealed that authenticity is essential to a work being classed as 
historical fiction and is the foremost criterion demanded of the genre in the 
classroom. My story has to engage with the period through attention to 
everyday details such as language, clothes, food, customs and transport, and 
conform to the historical record. However, while background research is 
paramount, it must not bury the story and the reader’s pleasure. 
Readers come to the traditional historical novel with certain 
expectations: while critics argue about its role in representing history, the 
general public are after a good read set in the past and based on historical 
accuracy, with the history teacher accentuating the need for authenticity. In 
response to these expectations, I state in the Afterword of Turrwan that it is 
fiction built around the lives of real people, and I explain what was fictional 
and what was based on the known historical record. The historical novel 
plays a valuable role in society—it educates us about past peoples, their lives 
and struggles, their fears and loves in a way that makes them seem real to the 
reader. Through this experience, we learn about the past and this can lead to 
a reassessment of our present values and our place in society. However, 
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Australian historians Mark Mckenna and Inga Clendinnen are concerned 
about the rise of what they call “fictive history” and what they see is an 
attempt by some novelists to take over the role of telling the past from 
traditional historians.  
Many Australian Aboriginal people are angry about the way their 
people and culture have been appropriated and misrepresented in white 
Australian literature. White authors have generally either ignored the 
presence of the Aboriginal people or depicted them as stereotypes, 
something I have tried to avoid. I argue that it is possible to write across 
cultures if it is done in a sensitive, respectful manner and that literature of 
this kind can be of benefit to both the representer and the represented. To be 
able to write about the Aboriginal characters in my book I needed to have 
some understanding of their culture, such as their relationship to “country,” 
the kinship system and Dreamtime stories. The research shows that 
collaboration with local Aboriginal people and strict adherence to protocols 
for writing about Indigenous people are essential if the project is to avoid 
criticism. The protocols had a strong influence on the creative work in the 
way I incorporated Aboriginal culture and represented both fictional and 
factual characters. In my search for authenticity it was imperative I not let 
the research or my need for political correctness impact on the aesthetic 
quality of the story. 
Writing the novel was a long process started seven years ago when the 
idea to write about Tom Petrie first emerged. Through my discussion of point 
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of view, setting, structure, plot and characters, with particular focus on the way 
I portray the Aboriginal people and their experience, I have learnt a great deal 
about writing and acquired skills that will serve me well in future projects. The 
review of Reminiscences as a principal resource for the novel furnished an 
invaluable amount of detail that shaped the narrative as well as providing 
material for the novel in a movement where the exegesis, in part, becomes the 
creative work. I have invented major characters and significant events in the 
novel and recognise that my story is not one hundred per cent based on the 
known historical record. However, there is nothing in the archives that excludes 
the possibility of something of this nature actually transpiring. My invented 
stories may be pure fabrication/speculation but they represent a possibility, 
something that could have happened without conflicting with what is known. 
The historical novel is not necessarily history as traditionalists would like to see 
it, but it is a valid and entertaining way of presenting the past from a particular 
point of view. Turrwan does this; it also instructs and asks questions about who 
we are as a people/nation/society.  
With this in mind, future research could investigate the role of the 
historical novel in the classroom and further the discussion on the 
differences between fictional and historical resources in their portrayal of the 
past, particularly in an educational context. Another line of enquiry could 
expand the study of novels set in Brisbane and explore the development of 
the city as a character in these works. A third study could focus on what part 
historical fiction has played in the history wars in Australia. In the exegesis, 
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the discussion of the historical novel was limited to the supposed beginnings 
of the genre from the nineteenth century to the present. Future study could 
explore the origins of historical writings, their development into the present 
form, and how postmodernism has impacted on the genre.  
In this thesis I argue for a credible historical experience through 
fiction; that is, a historically valid historical novel. To achieve this, a writer 
of historical fiction is obliged to research the archives and apply the findings 
to the historical foundations of the creative work. When this is done with 
accuracy, the historical novel offers an authentic portrayal of the past where 
the fictional elements serve to animate the historical record. In this context, 
authenticity can be seen as a literary value because it is a principal 
requirement of traditional historical fiction. The overarching point is thus to 
do with authenticity and the relationship that we as a community have with 
the past and how we mediate that relationship in critical and social contexts. 
Questions that arose from the creative work led me to discuss the 
fact/fiction dichotomy, to explore the notion of authenticity with regard to 
the historical novel, and to define the genre. They also led me to analyse 
whiteness, representation and appropriation, review Reminiscences, discuss 
the writing practice, and examine how Brisbane has been represented in 
fiction, all of which contribute to genre, cultural, literary and historical 
studies in Australia.  
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6 Appendix A: Timeline 
 
Novels set in Brisbane 
 
The following list is composed of novels in which Brisbane is a significant 
feature. The exceptions are Politics and Passion and Galconda which are only 
partially set in the city. The list is in not exhaustive, especially for those works 
written from the 1950s onwards, where a selection of the better known books 
has been made. 
 
1881 — Politics and Passion, Rosa Praed.  
 
1888 — White or Yellow? A Story of the Race-war of A.D. 1908, William Lane.  
 
1891 — The Land and the People, Austin South/W. Edward Graham. 
 
1894 — The Curse and its Cure, Thomas Pennington Lucas.  
 
1895 — The Dishonourable, John David Hennessey. 
 
1948 — Golconda, Vance Palmer.  
 
1957 — Seedtime, Vance Palmer. 
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1959 — The Big Fellow, Vance Palmer. 
 
1962 — The Delinquents, “Criena Rohan”/Deirdre Cash.  
 
1965 — The Slow Natives, Thea Astley.  
 
1975 — The Commandant, Jessica Anderson. 1830. (Historical novel) 
 
1975 — Johnno, David Malouf.  
 
1978 — Tirra Lirra by the River, Jessica Anderson. 1920s. (Historical novel)                                                                                                    
 
1984 — Hotel Bellview, Thomas Shapcott. 
 
1992 — Praise, Andrew McGahan. 
 
1995 — Fires of Fortune, Patricia Shaw. End 19th century. (Historical Novel) 
 
1995 — A Time Out for Living, Estelle Runcie Penney. 
 
1996 — Zigzag Street, Nick Earls. 
 
1999 — Firehead, Venero Armanno. 
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2000 — Last Drinks, Andrew McGahan. 
 
2008 — The Comfort of Figs, Simon Cleary. 
 
Historical novels set in colonial Queensland 
 
1927 — The Romance of Runnibede, Steele Rudd/ Arthur Davis. Mid 19th 
century. Darling Downs. 
 
1934 — Landtakers, the Story of an Epoch, Brian Con Penton. End of convict 
era to 1860s. First chapter in Brisbane, the rest in outback Qld. 
  
1936 — Inheritors, Brian Con Penton. Sequel to Landtakers. 
 
1957 — Voss, Patrick White. 1848. Darling Downs & Western Qld. 
 
1975 — Brown Sugar, Nancy Cato. 1860s, North Qld. 
 
1976 — A Fringe of Leaves, Patrick White. 1830s. Central Qld. 
 
1989 — Valley of Lagoons, Patricia Shaw. 
 
1991 — River of the Sun, Patricia Shaw. North Qld. 
 372 
 
 
1993 — Remembering Babylon, David Malouf. Mid 19th century. Central Qld 
(one chapter in Brisbane) 
 
1995 — When Hope is Strong, Robyn Lee Burrows. 1875. South-east Qld. 
 
1997 — Song from the Heart, Robyn Lee Burrows. End 19th century. South-
east Qld. 
 
1999 — Orchid Bay, Patricia Shaw. 1870s. Brisbane & Qld coast. 
 
2000 — Cry of the Curlew, Peter Watt. 1860s. Central Qld. 
 
2001 — Shadow of the Osprey, Peter Watt. 1870s. Central & North Qld. 
 
2002 — On Emerald Downs, Patricia Shaw. Convict era. Brisbane and 
surrounds. 
 
2003 — The Lambing Flat, Nerida Newton. 1860s. NSW & Central Qld.  
 
Non-fiction in which Brisbane figures prominently  
 
1904 — Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of Early Queensland, Constance 
Campbell Petrie. 
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1967 — The Collected Works of Thomas Welsby, Thomas Welsby.  
 
1975 — Brisbane Town in Convict Days, 1824-1842, J. G. Steele. 
 
1988 — Brisbane: The First Thirty Years, W. Ross Johnston. 
 
1997 — The Mayne Inheritance, Rosamond Siemon. 
 
2000 — Brisbane: Squatters, Settlers and Surveyors, Rod Fisher, Jennifer 
Harrison, and Brisbane History Group. 
 
2010 — Brisbane, Matthew Condon. 
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7 Appendix B: Illustrations    
 
 
Figure 2 — Tom Petrie (State Library of Queensland) 
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Figure 3 — Brisbane 1844 (Gerler C. F.) 
 
 
Figure 4 — Aboriginal Huts (Oxley Library Brisbane) 
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Figure 5 — Dundalli (A sketch by Sylvester Diggles 1854) 
 
 
Figure 6 — Treadmill (www.gencem.org) 
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Figure 7 — View of Brisbane 1835 (Henry Boucher Bowerman) 
 
 
Figure 8 — Petrie Family House, Queen St (State Library of Queensland) 
 
 
Figure 9 — Murrumba Homestead (State Library of Qld) 
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Figure 10 — Journal Entry (Richard Carroll) 
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Figure 11 — Samford Bora Ring (Richard Carroll) 
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